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  Monkey’s Uncle


  Apocalypse, shmocalypse. When you need a world saved right, you call in…the Drunk Monkeys.


  India Pelletier is a nurse at a clinic in Mexico. All she wants is to make a difference in people’s lives. When a doctor shows up to help, she thinks he was sent by the charity she works for.


  Twins Oscar and Yankee are part of the elite Drunk Monkeys special ops unit. Their mission? Save the world by finding the scientists who created the deadly Kite virus. When they track a doctor to India’s clinic, they never realized they’d find more than they bargained for in the feisty, resourceful nurse.


  Unfortunately, an unknown traitor still lurks in the shadows. With passion blooming between India and the brothers, will the Drunk Monkeys root out the mole before he strikes? Because India will be a monkey’s uncle before she’ll give up Oscar and Yankee…or pass up a chance to help stop Kite from destroying the world.
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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…


  


  It’s now April of 2143, approximately two weeks since we last left our globe-trotting group just arriving in Hawaii from Australia.


  When you mix a determined network researcher who wants to become an on-air reporter—code name Pandora—with a military Special Operations and Tactical Infiltration Force unit determined to fulfill their orders to save the world—SOTIF1, nicknamed the Drunk Monkeys—you might be shocked to find out they’ve defied all odds thus far.


  Then again, maybe you’re not shocked at all.


  There are fifteen names on “The List” being circulated worldwide. Doctors, scientists, researchers—all linked to the creation of Kite the virus and Kite the drug, which—long story short—led to China going all crankypants and nuking North Korea out of existence.


  Or TMFU, as the military dubbed it. Short for The Massive Fuckup.


  They do love themselves some acronyms, those military wonks.


  The Drunk Monkeys, following Pandora, located one Dr. Phe Quong in Australia. He was on The List.


  He received a code name, too—Q.


  Hey, the Drunk Monkeys are practical men and realize that, sometimes, simplicity is best.


  Unfortunately, the Drunk Monkeys have discovered a mole in the military food chain between them and General Joseph Arliss, the man they directly report to. Now the SOTIF team—along with Pandora and Q—have escaped from Australia to Hawaii and are planning their next move, as well as their next target acquisition from The List.


  Their standing orders until further notice? To locate as many people as possible from The List, keep them safe, and put them together so they can create a vaccine for the Kite virus.


  Since the men and women of The List were responsible for the Kite virus in the first place, it’s a pretty reasonable assumption for anyone to make that those jokers might be able to create a vaccine for it, too.


  Meanwhile, back in the States, there’s one Reverend Hannibal Silo, head of the Church of the Rising Sunset. He’s starting to stick his slimy fingers into things. He also wants to get his hands on a Kite vaccine—so he can control it. If he can do that, he knows it’ll cement his religious empire, bring his desire to become President of the United States to fruition, and secure his legacy to create a new world of his choosing.


  And thus we pick up where we left off in their adventures…


  


  * * * *


  


  The monkey business is just getting started…


  


  “So, where to next, boss?” Oscar stared at the table where the world map was spread out.


  Next to Oscar stood his twin brother Yankee, his arms crossed over his chest. Lance and Vance Lyons, who were rarely called that since becoming part of the elite SOTIF unit, were only distinguishable from each other by the fact that Vance, AKA Yankee, had a small scar on the left side of his jaw.


  Across the table, Papa and Alpha, the commander and second-in-command of their unit, both stared down at the map.


  They’d reached the end of their second week in Hawaii. Dr. Quong, now codenamed Q, was still working on trying to synthesize a vaccine for the Kite virus.


  The men gathered around the table didn’t bother looking up at the soft moan filtering from the bedroom closest to them.


  Oscar didn’t blame Doc, Tango, and Pandora for having wild monkey sex whenever they could, considering the circumstances.


  He just wished the men would shove a gag, or one of their cocks or something, in her mouth when they did.


  It was eleven o’clock at night, Hawaiian time. They all knew their hideout would only stay secure for so long before they’d have to flee the islands. The Kite virus hadn’t yet reached the state’s shores, but everyone realized it was only a matter of time before some boat managed to sneak infected refugees ashore, or an unauthorized airplane landed with people testing blue.


  And then all hell would break loose.


  The last place they could afford to be stuck when that happened was on the Hawaiian islands, quarantined in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, without access to more supplies or any practical way of finding the other scientists on The List.


  Q’s family had already been moved to safety from Hawaii to a different location, which only Papa and Alpha knew.


  Well, and Bubba, their guardian angel of intelligence back in Chicago. He knew because he’d helped arrange things. A computer whiz and now a patron saint of sorts, he was a friend and coworker of Pandora’s who’d turned out to be former special ops and military intel himself, working under General Arliss while he’d been enlisted. He was also now their only trustworthy, and highly secret, go-between with a direct line to General Arliss. With a mole in the official food chain between them and the general, they’d been ordered by the general to go OTG—off the grid—until further notice.


  In addition to Bubba’s help, Alpha had a CIA spook buddy in Hilo, who’d gotten them all new IDs, including Pandora and Q.


  Papa reached out and touched his finger to the map, along the western coast of Mexico. “How’s your Spanish, boys?” he asked.


  “Fuck,” Yankee muttered next to Oscar. “I hate tacos.”


  “Since when?” Oscar asked.


  “Since that last time we went back to Philly to visit Mom, when we went out and got shitfaced and ate at Taco Terrace.”


  Oscar snorted. “That was the tequila that made you sick, asshole, not the tacos.”


  “I don’t care.”


  Quack, Lima, Foxtrot, and Kilo were all outside taking their turn on watch. Everyone else, except for the four of them and Q, was grabbing rack time.


  Another soft moan drifted from the bedroom.


  Well, excluding Doc, Tango, and Pandora. Technically they were in a rack, just not sleeping at the present moment.


  Yankee and Oscar, along with Roscoe and Niner, were due for watch in less than an hour. Yankee and Oscar had been camped out on the floor of the shared bedroom, with Doc, Tango, and Pandora getting the bed.


  Which explained why the lovebirds were now taking advantage of their alone time, before Quack and Lima wanted to grab floor space to sleep.


  Twenty-two of them shoved together in a four-bedroom house wasn’t exactly torture when the men of the Drunk Monkeys were used to surviving in adverse conditions.


  Yankee knew this likely might be their best safe house for the duration of their time OTG.


  He certainly wouldn’t bitch about it.


  “By air or by sea?” Alpha asked.


  Papa scratched at the stubble on his chin. “I haven’t decided yet. We already know we can secure passage on a boat. It’ll just take us a lot longer to get where we need to go. Air would be a lot faster, but it’s not like Victor can pilot a fixed-wing large enough, and with enough fuel capacity, to get us all there safely.”


  “Not to mention,” Oscar quipped, “that the military or civvies here in Hawaii might notice and object to something that size suddenly going missing.”


  Papa smiled. “Yes, there is that.”


  “By boat, you mean another military ship?” Yankee asked.


  “Not another one. The Gramble-Goodley.”


  “You think your uncle can risk it again?” Oscar asked.


  Papa shrugged. His uncle was the captain of the neobattlecruiser that had secretly whisked them to safety from Australia. Currently, it lay anchored in Pearl Harbor. “I talked to him earlier today. He said they’re sending them out to patrol the California coastline, up and down past Baja, to watch for refugees.”


  “I think that answers the question quite definitively, doesn’t it?” Yankee observed.


  “Just thinking things through,” Papa said. “You know the drill.”


  “Did Q ever regain contact with Dr. Patel?” Oscar asked.


  “No,” Papa said. “Bubba’s working on it on his end. We can’t count on a safe house there. However”—his finger lazily circled the town of Colima, Mexico, on the map—“we have reason to believe Dr. Peter McInnis might have made his way to Mexico and be in this area. The intel’s good as of twenty-four hours ago. Bubba trusts it.”


  “Mexico’s a large place,” Oscar said. “Did he just throw a dart at the western coast, or does he have a reason to believe McInnis is headed to that particular slice of hell?”


  Papa smiled. “Bubba has a hunch.”


  Chapter Two


  


  Yankee didn’t have to go wake up Roscoe and Niner for their watch. They emerged from the bedroom they were sharing with four other guys less than thirty minutes before their shift was due to start.


  “I hope we get off this rock soon,” Niner griped. “I don’t like it here.”


  Oscar stared at him. “What the fuck’s wrong with you? What’s wrong with it?”


  “I don’t like feeling trapped. At least in Australia, it was a big damn place. These islands are tiny. Vulnerable. You don’t feel it?”


  “I feel it,” Yankee agreed. “I’m just not in a hurry to vacate the digs.”


  The house they currently occupied sat alone on a hillside, nestled inside of and practically hidden by a thick jungle of trees. The road below was easily visible, however, and the winding driveway leading up to their hideout had no other occupants living along it.


  Someone approaching their location would be easily spotted before they got too close to the house.


  They’d also better have a damn good reason for dropping by unannounced.


  The men started their watch shift, Yankee and Oscar in the front, Roscoe and Niner up above on the hillside behind the house. It was close to one o’clock in the morning when Yankee heard Oscar let out a soft whistle.


  It wasn’t necessary to warn him. He’d already spotted the headlights winding along the road toward their driveway. There were cars that drove by that way, simply passing through to other destinations. But not usually at that time of night.


  By the time the car slowed at their driveway, Roscoe had made his way down to Yankee from the rear of the house.


  “What’s up?” Roscoe asked in his thick Brooklyn accent.


  Yankee pointed at the road. The car continued on, still slower than the posted speed limit. When it reached a pullout at the next curve, it left the road and parked on the shoulder, the lights going dark.


  “Damn,” Roscoe muttered before bolting back into the darkness.


  Somewhere to Yankee’s left, Oscar let out two short, sharp whistles, just loud enough Yankee could hear him.


  The car’s dome light flashed on as the door opened. A lone figure exited the car, and the light extinguished when the door closed again. It was just after new moon. The only other lights were the blanket of stars above them. But to Yankee’s trained eyes, it was enough to spot the person start walking back up the road toward the driveway leading to their safe house.


  A moment later, Papa melted out of the night next to him. “What do we have?” he whispered.


  “One out of the car and heading this way.”


  “Anyone else?”


  “Not that I can see. Doesn’t mean he didn’t drop someone else off before he came into view, or there’s not someone else hiding in the car.”


  “Roger roger. Maintain your positions.” Papa disappeared again. Yankee knew their leader would get everyone quietly and quickly roused and ready to greet their visitor, as well as have several of them prepared to usher Q and Pandora out the back of the house and to safety, if necessary.


  Five minutes later, he was aware of three of their guys heading down the driveway to intercept their visitor. Followed approximately two minutes later by a long, rolling whistle.


  Their all-clear signal.


  Whoever it was, they were friendly.


  Yankee relaxed and waited, knowing Oscar, Roscoe, and Niner were doing the same at their posts around the property. Papa called out to him and Oscar to follow them into the house. Upon reaching the front door, where light now spilled out into the yard, Yankee recognized Alpha’s spook buddy.


  His grim expression didn’t bode well.


  “Inside,” Papa ordered. “Everyone needs to hear this.”


  With Niner and Roscoe also corralled, they all gathered in the living room to hear the man out. Nothing else happened while everyone watched Doc do a stick test on the guy to make sure he didn’t have Kite. It might have been overkill, but no one took any chances.


  He tested clear.


  Only then did the spook reveal why he’d come. “I didn’t want to risk waiting to contact you,” he told them. Yankee didn’t know the guy’s name. Maybe Papa did, but around everyone else, Alpha had only referred to him as “the spook.”


  “I’ve done some research into the problem facing you,” he continued, “and I can confirm there’s definitely a leak in the food chain. I don’t have a reliably secure way to contact Arliss for you without possibly alerting the leak as to why. But I did toss some chum out and pulled in a bite.” He hesitated, deferring to Papa before continuing.


  Papa looked grim as he nodded, correctly interpreting the spook’s hesitation. “They can hear it. We’re all in the same boat at this point.”


  “I used a friend of a friend to alert a frenemy to put it out there that there was a SOTIF unit on the ground in Oz, looking for a way out for them and their special-care perishable package, via any means possible. Within twelve hours, I heard back from the echo chamber that another SOTIF unit, one that doesn’t report to Arliss, was pulled from their current assignment in Europe and sent guess where.”


  “Sonofabitch,” Alpha muttered.


  Papa blew out a breath. “How fresh is the intel?”


  “I immediately headed over here as soon as I found out. Looks like it was SOTIF7 that got sent out, from what I could read off the grapevine.”


  “Any idea about orders?”


  “What was reported back said that the scrambled SOTIF team was to locate, assist, and extract the entire team, and their perishable package, as quickly as possible. Arliss was notified of the intel and okayed the mission and extraction.”


  Papa slowly nodded. “That’s good. That means we’re still off their radar.”


  Pandora’s brow furrowed in confusion. “I thought we were off the grid? Or whatever it’s called.”


  All the men chuckled.


  Her face turned red. “Listen up, assholes. You agreed I was part of the team. Don’t treat me like a kid sister.”


  Yankee loved it when she got riled. She was a breath of fresh air.


  And, to be fair, it was her friend watching their six in terms of intelligence. They’d be farked if it wasn’t for his help.


  Doc got her calmed down. “We are off the grid. Off the radar means that they still think we’re on the leash.” When she glared at him, he quickly continued. “They think we’re still reporting to Arliss. The mole doesn’t realize Arliss warned us.”


  She rolled her eyes. “Thank you. I swear, sometimes I think you monkeys make shit up just to see me react.”


  “That’s the good ole government for you,” Papa said. “Especially the military. Acronyms out their assholes.”


  “Okay,” Pandora said. “Explain to me then why if we’re off their radar, why can’t we be obvious and ask for help?”


  “Because then the mole will know where we are,” Papa said. “And it’ll raise suspicions as to how we got here in the first place when they just received intel that we’re still in Oz. Better they waste time looking for us in Oz for a few days. Gives us time to get the hell out of Hawaii.”


  “So when are we doing that?” she asked.


  Papa glanced at his wristwatch. “I want everyone ready to bug out in less than two hours.”


  “So much for my beauty sleep,” she joked.


  Chapter Three


  


  India Pelletier leaned over the sink and splashed water onto her face and the back of her neck. Sweat plastered her short brown hair to her scalp. If late April was already this hot, the rest of the summer would be miserable at this rate.


  Fark it.


  She leaned in and stuck her head as far under the faucet as she could, ladling water over her scalp with her hand. It wasn’t like any of her patients at the small charity clinic just outside of Colima would care what she looked like.


  All they cared was that she could stitch them up, or give them a pill or a shot to fix their problem, or do whatever it was she needed to do to alleviate their condition, soothe their pain, or prevent their kids from getting sick and dying from diseases easily preventable with vaccines.


  When India had gone to school to become a licensed nurse practitioner, she never imagined she’d find herself basically working as a doctor at a small Mexican charity clinic.


  Then again, Colima beat the hell out of the circus her hometown just northwest of the St. Louis city limits had become since Reverend Hannibal Silo and his church of the unholy carnival act had come to town and apparently settled in for the duration.


  She tried not to think about that. It made her sick to her stomach to think about her parents basically giving all their money, money they couldn’t afford to part with, money that should have been their retirement funds, to the con artist.


  Now, the entire St. Louis area should be called St. Silo.


  She hated it.


  She’d rather be doing something good, something worthwhile with her life. It had meant accepting a scholarship from Compassion Médicale Internationale, an international medical charity, for her college and nursing school tuition in return for her spending four years of her life wherever they said, but she was okay with that.


  CMI had treated her well and paid her a decent wage, in addition to covering her living expenses. She had no complaints.


  Except for a lack of air-conditioning in the clinic with the Mexican summer rapidly approaching. At least all the rooms had ceiling fans, and she had a box fan she put in her window at night that helped.


  She shut off the water and stood, staring into the mirror. The small window to her right slanted afternoon sunlight across her face, painting and hiding the dark circles under her brown eyes with shadows.


  Okay, and it would be nice for once to have a full-time doctor here that spent longer than his or her mandatory four-month stint.


  CMI had been prompt in paying her and providing needed funding and supplies for the clinic. She never had a complaint about that. But ever since the Kite outbreak, getting a response from the American headquarters in Dallas for anything other than her routine expense submissions to accounting took weeks, months, even. She’d asked again last week if they had a time frame on a replacement doctor, and still no reply from them. Her own nursing stint was due to expire in just a couple of weeks. She hadn’t let them know one way or another about continuing her tenure yet.


  Mostly because she couldn’t make up her mind. One day she wanted to settle here for the rest of her life, and the next she was curious to see what other clinic positions might be available elsewhere in South America. She’d even considered returning to the States and getting a “real” job there somewhere.


  Well, anywhere except St. Louis.


  Or any other place that bozo has a church.


  In their last e-mail to her several weeks ago, her parents had told her how they’d both taken on second jobs, and asked how soon was she going to move back home to help them out with their finances.


  Uh, that would be never.


  She’d begged them not to send all that money to the church, and they’d ignored her. They were adults. They’d have to deal with the consequences of their actions.


  Her decision currently didn’t matter either way, she supposed. She couldn’t leave the clinic until they’d at least assigned another nurse. Or a doctor.


  She wouldn’t leave the clinic empty and the locals without any medical assistance.


  Running her hands through her wet hair to brush out the water, she grabbed a hand towel and rubbed it across her scalp.


  Hell, I might decide not to leave here when my time’s up next month.


  CMI had no problems hiring on staff for full time positions once their initial commitment ended.


  And, in a way, the residents of Colima had become a sort of adopted extended family. India had delivered a lot of babies in her time there. Outlasted eight doctors, who usually only did four-month stints. Dr. Paul Karsonnes, who’d been there when she first arrived, was apparently the first doctor in a long string of them to work more than a year at the clinic. He’d been there three years when she arrived, and left a year later. A rarity. It was easier for CMI to find nurses willing to sign on for longer work exchange tenures than doctors. Only one other doctor besides Karsonnes stayed longer than their minimum stint, a whole eight months, during India’s tenure.


  India had even trained a couple of local midwives. Taught CPR and first aid to residents. Pregnancy nutrition. Instituted vaccination programs.


  She’d done a lot of good for these people.


  More importantly, she felt good about what she’d done, how she’d contributed. Worked with the local padre to introduce a birth control program that had in the span of two years drastically reduced teen and unintended pregnancy rates to single-digits.


  She’d learned some other specialty skills by necessity, including anesthesiology, radiology, and even meatball surgery techniques that had saved lives which would have otherwise been lost.


  She’d also quit stumbling through her Spanish and frequently found herself thinking in the language now.


  A light rap on the door caught her attention. The clinic’s receptionist, notifying her the next round of appointments was ready to commence.


  “Gracias, Mama,” she called out in response to the knock.


  They all called the seventy-two-year-old woman Mama. She was like a mother to most of them in many ways.


  One of the perks of working at the clinic was the sat-link connection, supplied by CMI, so she could access medical databases and remote physicians for video conference consultations on her laptop. She’d checked several sites again just that morning, medical sites she’d monitored ever since the Kite virus had been identified.


  While they didn’t have any active cases in the state of Colima yet, there were ten new confirmed cases in Mexico City as of yesterday, arrivals on a flight from Bogota. Apparently, they were family and “business associates” of a drug lord who’d bought their way past airport security in Colombia. Police had called in the military to help quell the mini-riot started by families of the other passengers when the entire plane, including crew, was held in quarantine.


  What a farking joke.


  It was only a matter of time before someone slipped past quarantine and testing procedures and infected others in the densely populated urban area. Then the Kite virus would explode in Mexico City before spreading to the rest of the country the way it had in countries on the other side of the globe.


  The videos she’d seen coming out of other countries, especially in Asia, scared the crap out of her. Bands of infected Kiters toward the end-stage of the disease, running amok through streets and attacking people as if nothing more than packs of rabid dogs.


  Even more unsettling, CMI had lost contact with all of their clinics in India, Pakistan, Thailand, Laos, Myanmar, and Cambodia. Three of seven clinics were out of contact as of yesterday in Vietnam. A clinic in Somalia had reported four confirmed cases on a freighter that had arrived from India. Eight other clinics on the African continent had reported a total of twenty confirmed cases.


  Their official conclusion on the private CMI website was that staff had likely been killed, either by Kite or Kiters, in the clinics they’d lost contact with. The clinics were all equipped with emergency backup gennys, in addition to solar and wind power, and in some cases were attached to the local power grid. They also had sat-phones and emergency hand-crank chargers for them.


  If the staff of those clinics were completely out of contact, it meant the proverbial excrement had impacted with the ventilation device.


  The charity had also passed along reports from official government and military agencies in the region, which unanimously stated that it didn’t appear there were any civilian doctors, nurses, or other medical workers remaining in the country of India. That likely they had all either died, or fled in the face of the uncontrollably spreading virus.


  Even Kite patients who didn’t develop the violent stage, and not all of them did, still posed a high risk to their family and friends. Anyone who was a caregiver, who was exposed to bodily fluids, ran the risk of contracting the nearly always fatal disease.


  So far, the infinitesimal few who had survived Kite would have been better off dying, reduced to barely conscious shells of human beings who could no longer independently care for themselves.


  There were even unconfirmed reports that many survivors were being humanely euthanized with potassium chloride, just because there weren’t adequate facilities or personnel to care for them any longer. They would have painfully lingered before dying of thirst, starvation, or attack by Kiters.


  CMI had not yet issued an official ruling on that subject. For her part, India was definitely glad about that. However, just after New Year’s, they’d shipped her three cases of pre-loaded po-clo bolus syringes, each one containing more than enough of the solution to kill a very large human, fifteen hundred doses total.


  When she’d e-mailed headquarters, asking for clarification and instructions on what the heck she was expected to do with them, the reply she’d received chilled her to the bone.


  Use at your discretion, if the need arises, to contain the spread of Kite and relieve suffering in your region.


  The cases still sat, unopened, on a top shelf in a far corner of the main storeroom, buried behind several other boxes of items she wouldn’t need to access on a regular basis.


  She hadn’t explained to Mama what they were for, preferring the woman didn’t know. India told her they were for flushing out IVs and had been sent by mistake, and that they were never to be used unless she’d personally authorized it.


  India had actually been able to get surgical masks into the hands of local residents via help from the padre, who handed them out at masses, as well as sent them home with students from the church-run school he presided over.


  Trying to get the people to use them, however, was a different matter. While they would put them on if someone was sick, they couldn’t be bothered otherwise. Most of them spent long days out in the sun working in fields and tending to crops or livestock.


  Wearing another hot, essentially useless article of clothing didn’t interest them.


  Even in Mexico City, the last time she was there a couple of weeks earlier for a supply run, it was rare to see anyone besides public employees, medical professionals, and rich people wearing them.


  Most of the population either couldn’t afford them, or couldn’t be bothered with them.


  Colima had once been a bustling center of trade and commerce, until earthquakes and fires, followed by flu epidemics, along with intermittent economic implosions, destroyed first the infrastructure, then the population by attrition and migration to other areas in Mexico. For the past fifty years or so the city, now only a little town, existed as a shadow of its former self. Less than five thousand people lived in rural areas outside what had once been the city proper. The last regional hospital had closed six years before India’s arrival, the structure damaged beyond repair by earthquakes and fires. There weren’t enough people in the region to warrant building a new one, so the Mexican government had started paying CMI a monthly stipend to expand and operate their existing charity clinic, which served not just Colima, but surrounding towns as well. People frequently came from over fifty miles away to her clinic.


  The old downtown area of Colima had been abandoned for good once the hospital there closed. Now the majority of the remaining residents lived just to the south and west in what had formerly been a suburb of Colima. It was still called Colima, and was where the local post office and police station had been relocated.


  At least the region was lush with agriculture, food finally becoming more valuable than drugs in the region.


  And right now, unfortunately, their clinic was between doctors. It meant India actually got to bank more money, because when there wasn’t a doctor in the post, CMI paid her that salary as well.


  There was another knock on the door. India stifled her groan. “¡Si! ¡Uno momento!”


  No rest for the farking weary. And there would be little rest in her immediate future. Not unless CMI sent her a doctor.


  Exhausted, India trudged toward the door to start the second half of her day.


  Chapter Four


  


  When India stepped out of the back room that was also her bedroom and locked the door behind her, she turned to find herself face-to-face with a tall, thin, pale-skinned, ginger-haired guy who looked like he was about three sweat droplets away from melting right through his clothes.


  He looked vaguely familiar, but India couldn’t immediately place him and shoved it out of her mind. She figured anyone who didn’t resemble the local tanned, brown-haired, brown-eyed population would likely stand out in her mind.


  Mama stood off to the side and gave India a helpless shrug. In the waiting room area, there were already four families queued for their post-siesta appointments. If this day was like any other, there would be at least twenty or thirty more patients behind them.


  If it was a light day.


  Great.


  Without thinking about it, India asked, “¿Cómo te puedo ayudar?”


  The man’s brow furrowed in confusion as he apologetically shook his head at her.


  Now India understood the source of Mama’s helplessness. “Can I help you?” she slowly asked him.


  If he didn’t speak English or Spanish, they were both farked.


  His eyebrows arched and he finally gave her a smile. “Ah,” he said. “You speak English quite well, I see.” He had an accent she couldn’t immediately place, perhaps Irish or Scottish.


  “That would be because I’m from St. Louis.” She was hot, tired, and in no mood for guessing games or condescension. “Whaddya want, buddy? I’m busy.” She pointed toward the patients in the waiting area.


  His eyebrows arched further skyward. “Oh, I see. My apologies. My name is Doctor, um, Peters—”


  “Oh, thank god!” she said, grabbing his hand and pumping it vigorously. “Last I heard, CMI told me they were hoping to have another MD posted here soon, but usually they’re way better about giving me a heads-up pre-arrival. I know Kite’s had them horribly backlogged. Maybe that’s it.”


  Before he could say anything else, she hooked an arm through his and dragged him toward their main exam room as she called out instructions to Mama in Spanish to send in their first patient.


  He sounded confused. “Um, Miss—”


  “India Pelletier, licensed nurse practitioner. Indy’s fine. We’re informal around here, doc. I haven’t had a day off in over five months. You have noooo idea how glad I am you showed up today!”


  She shoved him toward the wash sink in the corner and turned to take the chart from Mama as a mother with her four small children, all under the age of ten, entered the exam room.


  “Wash up,” India told him. “Sorry to throw you right into the bear pit like this, but we have a full afternoon ahead of us.”


  Other than the fact that he apparently didn’t understand a lick of Spanish—which was odd, because CMI was usually better than that about matching doctors with their posts—India was glad to see he was good with kids, and even the adult patients. He appeared a little tentative at first, but it wasn’t uncommon for them to get doctors straight out of residency who were still wet behind the ears, so to speak.


  By the time evening rolled around, they’d seen forty-two patients total in the afternoon session, and Dr. Peters had managed to pick up a couple of words and phrases in Spanish for simple things like inhale, exhale, stick out your tongue, and where does it hurt?


  She didn’t even know what his first name was yet.


  He was washing up in the corner sink while India wiped down the exam table. “So, what’s your first name, doc?”


  “Peter.”


  She stopped and turned to look at him. “You’re shitting me?”


  Confusion filled his face. “I beg your pardon?”


  “Your name’s Peter Peters? Wow. What’d you do, kick your mom in the bladder all through her pregnancy?”


  His face reddened. “Um, yes, well, people usually call me, um, Mac.”


  “Can’t blame you there. You want a drink?”


  “Oh, yes, please. A glass of water would be lovely, thank you.”


  She laughed. “How long you been in Mexico?”


  “Um, only a couple of days.”


  “Then you should know that you do not want to drink tap water yet, and I don’t have the bottled kind here. We have a filter on the well, but you don’t want to dump strange food and strange water into your system all on the same day. Anyway, I was referring to something a little stronger than water.”


  She headed out to the main storeroom, where their four large, commercial refrigerators, the small kitchenette, and what passed for their lab were located. All the fridges were padlocked shut. India went to the one on the far end, where they stored some of their more commonly used perishable medications and her groceries.


  And where she kept her private stash.


  “Oh,” he said, following her. “I’ll take a whisky, then, if you have it.”


  She turned with the unlabeled bottle in hand and held it up. “You’ll take a belt of tequila. Made locally. One of our patients pays in it. I keep it cold because it doesn’t burn so much going down that way.”


  She grabbed a couple of chipped but clean coffee mugs from a nearby shelf holding her other dishes and cooking utensils, splashed a couple of fingers of the liquid in each one, and then handed him a mug.


  He stared at the alcoholic brew, uncertainty on his face.


  “It hasn’t killed me yet,” she teased, “and I’ve been here almost four years now.” She nodded at his mug. “Believe me, you’ll be glad for it by the time your hitch here is through. Doc Karsonnes, who was here when I first arrived, he swore that it killed off Montezuma’s Revenge and damn near anything else living in your gut.” She grinned and held up her mug. “Salut.”


  He held his up, too. “Sláinte.”


  She raised her mug to her lips and took a sip as she eagerly watched him over the rim.


  This had become her hazing ritual. Some took to the agave-based bathtub booze better than others. It was always good for at least a snicker, if not a full on belly laugh.


  Doc Karsonnes had laughed his ass off when she’d spent a good minute coughing at the taste of the rotgut the first time she’d sampled it.


  The nurse before her, who’d been there a couple of years already when Karsonnes arrived, had hazed him.


  And thus it went.


  She gave the guy credit. Maybe he’d had plenty of drinking experience before this because he only made a slight face, wincing as he choked down the mouthful.


  “That’s bloody awful,” he finally managed.


  She smiled and took another sip. “Welcome to Colima, Mac. It’s an acquired taste. You’ll get used to it. You’d better get used to it, because unless you want to drink the local beer, which is even worse, it’s about the best you’re gonna get.”


  He stared into his mug. “Effin’ hell,” he muttered.


  “So you got a place in town already, or do you need me to set you up in the other spare room in back? Sorry it’s sort of become a storage room right now, but we can get it cleaned out in an hour or so, if we’re working together.”


  He actually took another swallow of the tequila, tipping the mug’s bottom up and draining it before holding it out to her. At first she thought he was done, but when he didn’t actually relinquish the mug when she grabbed hold, she realized he was looking for a refill.


  Wow. He’s got choads.


  She poured more into his cup.


  “I’ll need the room here,” he said, his voice sounding pained and a little hoarse from the liquor. “I actually have some equipment I brought with me and I’d rather have it on-site.”


  “Equipment?” She didn’t want to get her hopes up. “Please tell me they finally sent us the new ultrasound machine I’ve been begging for for a year?” Their current one was over thirty years old and extremely temperamental. Sometimes, she even had to give it a swift kick in the side to get it to power up.


  She didn’t know if the red flush in his cheeks was from the booze or embarrassment. “Eh, sorry, no. My research equipment.”


  “Oh. Research?” Her dander immediately rose. “Look, I don’t know what CMI told you, but I’m not allowing you to guinea-pig my people.”


  His face turned beet red. “No, sorry, I didn’t mean research like that. I won’t be testing anything on people. Any people. At least, not for a while, and certainly not here. I’m strictly in the research and information-gathering mode of my project at this point.”


  “Oh, sorry.” She let her guard down a little. “What are you researching?”


  “I, uh, my apologies. I’m not in a position to talk about it at this time. Eh, confidentiality agreement, you know. Sorry.” When she didn’t respond, he added, “I will not be testing anything on people, or even likely animals, while I’m here. I promise.”


  She warily studied him. “Okay. Just as long as we’re clear on that.”


  “We certainly are. I simply wish to help.”


  She relaxed a little more. “Well, okay then. Good. Join the club. Helping is what we do best here. We don’t always succeed at it, but we win more than we lose, so I consider that a good thing.”


  “How long have you been here again?”


  “A couple of weeks from the end of my four-year stint, but I’m giving serious thought to asking for an extension.”


  “Don’t you miss being in America?”


  She let out a snort and drained the rest of her tequila. “Nope. I don’t miss St. Louis, anyway. You ever hear of Reverend Silo and his megachurch?”


  He shook his head.


  “Guy’s a real piece of work. He’d been growing in popularity, but apparently he’s slick enough to cash in on the ‘apocalypse’ and the Kite infection. He had a huge satellite church in St. Louis, and it would seem now he’s building a big compound there.”


  “Sorry, but I’m not following you. You object to his church?”


  “I object to my parents tossing away their life savings to his church, yes.”


  “Ah.” He slowly nodded. “Again, my apologies.”


  “They e-mailed me that they want me to move home and support them after they gave away all their money to the asshole.” She let out a disgusted snort. “Last time I tried to talk with them on the phone, they were trying to convince me I should be tithing to his church, too. That they were worried about my eternal soul, especially with ‘end times’ upon us.” She let out another derisive snort.


  “I take it you’re not quite as concerned?”


  “Hardly. Guy’s a con artist. If there really is a capital-G god, and if he’s enough of a dick to not let me into Heaven simply because I didn’t fork over some cash after all the work I’ve done? Then frankly? I don’t want to be there, anyway. I’ll take my chances, thank you very much.”


  “Hadn’t quite thought about it like that. But I do believe I agree with you. I’m not a religious man myself. Science has been my religion since I was a boy.” He held out his mug for yet another refill.


  She poured it. “You might want to slow down there, Mac. Stuff’ll hit you hard if you’re not used to it.”


  He smiled, but it looked well worn and more than a little sad. “I’m afraid to admit that I’ve had worse liquor, and in far greater quantities. I am Irish, after all. In my family, drinking was usually a competitive sport held at family gatherings, such as during evening dinners every night.”


  That drew a smile from her.


  I like him. “You sound like a man who’s done a little demon-drowning in his life.”


  She didn’t understand why his expression clouded and turned somber.


  Then again, maybe she didn’t want to.


  “Not quite enough,” he quietly said. “Not yet, at least, I’m sad to say.”


  Chapter Five


  


  Once the spook left, Oscar was able to ask the other question he couldn’t in front of the man.


  “We sure we can trust him? That he’s not setting us up?”


  “If he was going to set us up,” Alpha said, “he would have done it two weeks ago when we first got here. And not after getting us new IDs, either.”


  “True.”


  “I was in basic with the guy,” Alpha continued. “He already had a wife back then, or he would have applied for the SOTIF program, too.”


  “Ah.” That made sense.


  If Alpha trusted the spook, Oscar supposed he would have to as well.


  The spook had also told them that, regarding the mole in Arliss’ food chain, the general hadn’t made that common knowledge yet. It was business as usual, and the last official status update the spook had access to without ringing any bells indicated the DMs were somewhere on the Australian continent.


  “What’s your best opinion of the situation?” Papa had asked him.


  “You’re still flying under radar. Move your asses ASAP. I don’t want to know how you do it or where you go. Just do it. So far, nothing I’ve done is directly traceable back to me via the food chain. I’d like to keep it that way. I’ll help you out whenever I can, but I suspect you’re going to be a hot potato pretty soon.”


  Before he left, the spook arranged a one-time info drop for them in two weeks’ time, an anonymous e-mail account where Papa could grab whatever info the man might have for them in terms of updates.


  The group packed, loaded, and was ready to move in less than two hours. Oscar gave their two civvies all due credit. Q and Pandora were adapting to a secretive life on the run like a couple of champs.


  Well, excluding the fact that Q was one of the reasons the world was in such a farking mess to start with. Other than that, he was a nice guy with his balls caught in a vice.


  Oscar didn’t have a wife or kids, but if he did, he couldn’t swear he would have acted any differently in the situation than the doctor or his teammates had. Trapped in North Korea and facing a choice between following direct and heinous orders to create a virus, or else watch your wife, daughters, and mother be raped and killed in front of you, and then watch your brothers be killed, before you finally died?


  The world, or your family?


  No, it wasn’t an easy choice.


  That was one of the reasons all the SOTIF teams were comprised of men who had no significant others and no children.


  Although Doc and Tango had sort of screwed the norm there with Pandora. Then again, they were all OTG now, so it wasn’t like any of the rules applied to them anymore.


  They had a world to save. By any means necessary.


  If it wasn’t for Pandora, they might still be wandering around in Vietnam and looking for a doctor from The List who’d already bugged out.


  Oscar and Yankee sat next to each other in the back of one of the trucks. They weren’t alone, but none of the other four guys perched amongst the equipment in the truck bed could hear their conversation.


  “You all right, Lance?” Yankee quietly asked him.


  Oscar shot his brother a look in the dark. They’d both been Oscar and Yankee, not Lance and Vance Lyons, for so long that it felt almost weird using their given names. SOTIF unit members all got code names for identification.


  “I’m fine.”


  Their particular specialty was munitions and demolitions, skills that had served their unit well in the past four years the Drunk Monkeys had been together. When you absolutely, positively had to blow shit up, that was their job.


  Before Kite, their unit was a hammer. A finely tuned precision hammer, but a hammer nonetheless. Their usual assignments involved taking out terrorists. In the past several decades, militant terrorists of all religious, political, and sometimes just plain criminal flavors had come crawling out of the woodwork, taking advantage of the world-wide economic implosions and the influenza and other pandemics to further their causes.


  The SOTIF units’ jobs were mostly to go in and smack down terrorists and other troublemakers by whatever means necessary so they couldn’t cause trouble any longer. Sometimes they were directed to remove one or two specific people from the breathing-abled population. Sometimes they were sent on rescue or retrieval missions.


  And they excelled at their job. All of the SOTIF units direct-reported to brass, no middle-men or lower-echelon wonks to gum up the works. As SOTIF1, they were General Arliss’ pet team, since he’d been the brainchild behind the program in the first place. They didn’t know how many other teams Arliss still direct-commanded, and frankly, they didn’t care.


  Wasn’t their job description to know.


  Hammer, nail.


  Repeat as ordered.


  Post-Kite, once The List had been compiled and distributed, their job had been to follow up leads fed to them by Arliss and fulfill whatever orders he issued, by any means necessary.


  Only this time, trying to keep the people alive and safe if they located them.


  “How much longer you think we have in?” Yankee asked him.


  “Not my problem, Vance.” Oscar glanced at his twin brother. Vance was two minutes older than him. While they were identical in appearance, their personalities had cooked up vastly different. Vance liked to talk about things.


  Not him. He just liked to do.


  “It’d be nice to get back home to see Mom at some point.”


  “Do you have a point?” Oscar asked him.


  “Don’t snap my head off.”


  Oscar tried to rein in his irritation. “Sorry,” he muttered.


  “I’m just killing time,” Yankee said.


  Yes, he missed their mom. He tried not to worry about her, since she’d moved out of Philadelphia, but it was hard not to worry about her. The last time they’d talked to her via sat-phone had been two months earlier, before they’d been sent on that waste of a mission to the little shithole post outside Hanoi.


  Only to find out later from Q that they’d wasted their time and energy in the first place. Their target had moved on before they’d even come close to locating him.


  Now they couldn’t risk their location being tracked back to them through contacting their mom. It sucked, and he hated it, but it was part of what they’d signed on for. They’d all understood the rules when they agreed to be on the SOTIF teams.


  Team before self. Mission before team.


  At all costs.


  “I miss her, too,” Oscar muttered.


  Yankee gently nudged him in the side. What passed for emotional expression between the brothers.


  The only time they ever seemed able to totally let down their defenses around each other was when they had a woman between them.


  When their little convoy reached the port, the Gramble-Goodley’s captain was waiting for them at the main gate with three of his men.


  Papa glanced around. “Where are the MPs?”


  “Getting laid with a couple of hot Hawaiian chicks I brought them as a token of my appreciation for how well they’ve treated us while we’ve been here.” He pointed to one of his guys, who jumped onto the running board of the lead truck and grabbed hold of the side mirror. “He’ll get you over to our berth. Go. We cast lines in thirty minutes.”


  They raced through the otherwise still shipyard. In that rare time of quiet between the late-night activities winding down, and the morning shifts coming in to get started on their day, they were able to quickly offload all the equipment and personnel from the trucks and onto the neobattlecruiser.


  They all knew their way around the ship from their earlier voyage on it from Australia to Hawaii. They were bunking in the same storeroom as before, with a little more room to spread out this time since Q’s family wasn’t with them.


  As they all settled in to nap while waiting for the ship to clear harbor, Yankee poked him in the shoulder and pointed at a small, odd-shaped nook at the far end. As before, Doc, Tango, and Pandora had taken it over, a sheet draped across the opening as a makeshift door.


  Yankee wore a lopsided grin.


  “What?” Oscar asked him.


  He shrugged. “Just thinking happy thoughts,” he said with a smirk. “Reliving the good ole days.”


  Oscar closed his eyes, trying not to think like that. He didn’t want to make a trip to the head to rub one out. Yes, they’d had some hot times in the past sharing women, but now they were on a mission.


  It wasn’t like the two of them would end up with someone the way Doc and Tango had. That was a special circumstance. They certainly couldn’t go dragging some civvie woman around the globe with them.


  Pandora came with Bubba, and they needed Bubba’s help. If it hadn’t been for that, and the fact that Pandora likely would have been captured or killed before she ever set foot on US soil again, she wouldn’t even be with them now. The risks of letting her leave them had far outweighed the risks of having her join their team. They didn’t begrudge Papa the decision, or the two men their luck.


  Didn’t mean they wanted to dwell upon it, either.


  Oscar pulled his hat down over his eyes and tried not to listen to the sound of the lovebirds doing the funky monkey over the music someone else had put on to drown them out.


  Chapter Six


  


  India helped Mac clean out the other room and organize the storeroom to make space for the supplies. Then she helped him move into the space everything he had brought with him in an old, beat-up solar-hybrid Toyota pickup truck with Brazilian license plates.


  She knew what most of his equipment was used for, but the sealed, padlocked metal cases, which likely contained specimens of some sort, concerned her.


  She touched another piece of equipment. “You have a centrifuge? What the hell kind of research are you doing?” She could only perform basic lab tests there, although she had quick-test kits and strip tests for most of the common infections they saw in their region. Anyone who fell ill, if she couldn’t identify the cause, the padre helped transport them to a larger town with a hospital and a full lab for further treatment.


  Red filled Mac’s cheeks again. “I wish I could tell you that. Perhaps someday I can. But as I said—”


  She waved him off, too tired to verbally spar with him. “Yeah, yeah. Confidentiality agreement. Whatever. You want to go grab some chow? I’m starving.”


  “Of course. Should we clean up first?”


  She snorted. “The shower’s in back. Not the fanciest setup, but you’ll want to wait until after dinner anyway. We’ll just get dusty walking over and home again.”


  “Oh. Right.”


  After giving him copies of the keys to the clinic, including the rooms they were living in and the other storerooms, they headed out.


  There were a couple of stores and restaurants in the area that India walked to on a regular basis. Her favorite was a small open-air eatery, tucked under a thatched roof overhang along the side of a family-owned produce store. They had their own farm, and they brought their merchandise in from there. The wife and mother also functioned as cook. The food was simple, good, and had not as of yet made her sick.


  They sat on produce crates at an old wooden electric cable spool that was one of the five tables. A young boy, barefoot, ran up. Eduardo was six, the youngest of the Hernandez family’s five children.


  “India!” He excitedly rattled off his day’s lessons from the padre as she listened, smiled, and nodded, offering him encouragement as he did.


  Another way she’d been able to contribute to the locals, by convincing parents that their children not only needed at least a basic education, but that it would improve everyone’s lives in the town as a whole if they had it. It had been the padre’s uphill battle for years, but apparently hearing it from a woman had helped drive the point home to the mothers, who then made sure it happened.


  The padre had told India just last week that their church-run school attendance was up like never before, and children were staying in school longer. Especially older children, teenagers who would usually drop out by now, were coming back to continue their education, even if only a couple of days a week, studying around their work schedules.


  A small victory, but one she and the padre would gladly take.


  Finally, a natural break in the boy’s story emerged and she was able to interrupt him long enough to place their orders. The little boy rose up on his toes and planted a kiss on her cheek before running back inside.


  Mac watched him go. “I’m guessing he was extolling more than just the virtues of their daily specials?”


  “Yeah. Telling me about his school day.” She cocked her head. “You don’t have kids, do you?”


  “No. Perhaps one day, but with the state of the world, not right now. Besides, I’m single.”


  “Never married?”


  “Only to my work at this point.”


  “Yeah, can’t blame you there. I’m surprised you don’t speak any Spanish. Usually CMI makes sure people have at least a basic grasp of the local lingo. I’d taken classes in high school and college and knew the basics when I got here. Enough to get by until my skills improved.”


  He coughed, pink rising in his cheeks again. “It was rather last-minute, my arrival. Sorry about that.”


  “Oh, no worries. I’m just glad to have you here, believe me. Mama, however, doesn’t speak any English. So you’re going to need to pick up some basics really fast so you don’t frustrate the hell out of her.”


  “Is she the clinic’s manager?”


  “Sort of. Unofficially, but it’s not her title. She gets paid by CMI, but it started out more an honorary position than anything. About twenty years ago, one of the doctors saved one of her sons. She felt so grateful that she started working at the clinic, helping out, cleaning, stuff like that. Once one of the nurses realized she could read, they started working with her, training her. Now she’s a pretty decent medic and midwife in her own right. We couldn’t run this place without her.” She laughed. “Well, we could, but it would suck trying.”


  He glanced around. The heat of the day had finally broken as the sun slid over the western horizon. Candles in old jars sitting on the tables provided light for them. A block away, a lone security light had flickered to anemic life over the street in front of the police station, and several children of both genders had started an impromptu game of soccer. A warm breeze blew through the dirt streets, kicking up small dust devils and bringing the faint scents of sage, cooking smoke, and cowshit from the dairy farm not far away.


  Actually, she’d rather inhale those aromas than car exhaust and smog. These were honest, earthy smells, smells that belonged here.


  “You are way out of your element, aren’t you?” she asked.


  He slowly nodded. “The past several months have been…interesting. Not what I’m used to, for sure. But before that…” He looked down at his hands and didn’t finish. A deep grief seemed to swell behind his eyes.


  She tried to lighten the mood and aimed for a playfully snarky tone. “Sworn to secrecy, huh?”


  He nodded before looking up. “Sorry.”


  Time to change the topic. “You staying only the four months?”


  “I honestly hadn’t given it any thought yet. Why?”


  “Well, most docs who do a rotation through here only stay the minimum four months. Nurses stay at least four years, usually. It’s difficult to get doctors to work here for longer than a few months at a time, unless they’re just out of med school.”


  “Oh. Well, perhaps I’ll stay a little longer.”


  “You’ll need to improve your Spanish for sure, then. Don’t worry. I’ve got a couple of books I can loan you to help you out. And there’s a language app on the clinic’s tablet. A few of the people do speak a little bit of English. The ones who have sat-links and get TV shows from the United States.”


  Eduardo brought them cold bottles of water and a basket of guacamole and bread before running back inside.


  She ripped off a piece from the still-warm loaf and dunked it into the guacamole. “She makes her bread fresh every day, all day. And the guac. Try it.”


  He looked dubious, but gave it a shot. She nearly laughed at his cautious expression as he tentatively tasted it before a smile broke across his face. “It is rather tasty,” he admitted.


  “She’s a good cook. This isn’t the kind of fast food crap you’ll get in the States or anywhere else. And I asked for her to take it easy on the spices for your sake tonight.”


  “Appreciated.”


  “Spicy is an acquired taste for some,” she said. “So what can you tell me about where you were before here?”


  “I was actually in South America for several months. Brazil.”


  “Oh. So you speak Portuguese?”


  He chuckled. “About as well as I speak Spanish. I was fortunate that my assistant there spoke excellent English.”


  “Lucky you. Was that a CMI posting, too?”


  “Eh, no.” He ripped off another piece of bread and dipped it into the guac. “More a personal stay. It’s complicated.” The echoes of that darkness brushed across his features again.


  And again she tried to steer him past it. “So what brought you to Mexico?”


  He looked grim. “Unfortunately, there were some rather unsavory elements where I was. I felt it was time I left before I was unable to leave, if that makes sense? Plus, even though I wasn’t in a large city, there were already a few cases of Kite being reported at the airports and some port cities. I couldn’t afford to stay there for fear of a massive outbreak exploding and disrupting my research or preventing my departure.”


  “You realize Mexico City is one sneeze away from a full-blown outbreak, right?”


  Confusion filled his face as he shook his head.


  She filled him in on the situation with the plane from Bogota. She hadn’t checked the latest news, but suspected the situation had deteriorated, unless the military had stepped in and taken control and simply executed everyone who tested blue.


  Which would neither be surprising, nor the first time she’d heard of that happening.


  He sat with his fingers laced together on the table in front of him, his head hung. “Bloody hell,” he muttered.


  “Yeah. It’s bad. Hey, not like it’s your fault. It is what it is. We just have to deal with it.” She ripped off another piece of bread and dredged it through the guac. “Hopefully it won’t reach here when it finally gets bad. We’re far enough from there we might be safe. People here usually don’t have to go to Mexico City. But Guadalajara is different. There’s a regular hopper flight between there and Mexico City twice a day.”


  “Isn’t there an airstrip here?”


  “Used to be. Hasn’t been used in so long, it’s full of potholes. I wouldn’t want to try to land a plane there. Helos, yes. Sometimes the military guys fly in and do exercises there, but they don’t stay around long. They don’t need to have a presence here, and they’re more needed elsewhere.”


  “It sounds rather safe here. Idyllic, one might say.”


  She laughed. “Well, we have a small local police force. Five guys. Total, we’ve got maybe five thousand people in this area. The residents sort of take matters into their own hands. Everybody knows everybody. Well, maybe not everybody, but they know enough people that it’s not like someone can be anonymous.”


  “I notice you’re not armed.”


  “Oh, don’t let that fool you. I do wear a sidearm when I leave town.” She smiled. “In the town, I have a reputation.”


  “Because you’re the nurse?”


  She laughed and twisted the cap off her bottle of water. “Yes and no. I help dish out a special brand of justice.”


  “What?”


  This would either make or break their relationship, she knew. Some of the doctors didn’t have a problem with it. Some had, but hadn’t objected when she participated. Dr. Karsonnes had instilled India with a very pragmatic viewpoint when she’d first arrived and he’d told her about it.


  “There is an extremely low percentage of sexual crimes in this region for one very simple reason,” she said. “When a sexual crime is committed and the perpetrator is arrested, we have the DNA sequencer in the clinic. It’s not the newest or fastest model, takes a couple of hours to process, but it works. It can process blood, semen, skin, saliva, and hair samples. When someone is positively identified as the attacker like that, they have two options—death, or castration.”


  He looked a little green. “Castration?”


  “Public castration. Well, or public execution.” She watched his face as she took another swig of water.


  “Is that…legal?”


  She shrugged. “Not my problem. Been public policy in Colima for over fifty years now. Apparently they had a huge problem before that. Sexual crime rate is practically zilch in this area. Don’t look so squeamish. If someone can’t be positively ID’d by DNA, they face trial and jail time like anyone else. Castration or death is only when DNA evidence conclusively proves it.”


  “What about women perpetrators?”


  “There haven’t been any, but same thing in theory, only female circumcision.”


  “How many castrations have you, eh, performed?”


  “Five. Before the doctors in the clinic would do it, a local vet would perform them. Pigs of the four-footed or two-footed kind, they didn’t care. We do shoot the bastards full of local anesthesia, which is better than they deserve, but it’s effective. Hasn’t been a sexual crime in the area in over two years now. Last one, the guy was drunk when he raped the woman, but that doesn’t matter. Extenuating circumstances are not considered.”


  “But what if it’s a false accusation?”


  “Oh, they had that, too. Once. About twenty years ago. Woman felt guilty after the guy had been castrated. She confessed to the padre that she’d been upset because the guy was having an affair with her and wouldn’t leave his wife when he’d said he would. The padre convinced her to turn herself in to the police.”


  “Wow. How’d he manage that?”


  “The padre is a practical man. He was born and raised here, went to seminary, and returned after to serve here. These are his people. He’s related to some of them. And he’s all about righting wrongs. He has a lot of pull with the local residents and with the police.”


  “What happened to her?”


  “They let the victim decide. He came up with the option of her losing her left hand, or death.”


  “And?”


  “She ended up leaving town a few months later. One-handed.”


  “I retract my earlier observation. Sounds like it’s rather brutal here.”


  “Not really. I’ll take this town over the streets of any large city in the States. There are no gangs here, no cartels. The people ran them out decades ago, refused to grow the drugs, burned drug crops when the cartels tried to get a foothold here. Between that and the cartels’ henchmen being unwilling to commit sexual crimes here for intimidation purposes, it was easier for the cartels to go elsewhere. Here, justice matters to the residents. That’s why the clinic has succeeded for so long. The residents take pride in having it, know it helps them. They help look after it. They have a vested interest in it and the staff. Which, until today, was Mama and me.”


  The boy brought out their food, two platters of beans and rice and chicken enchiladas. The doctor picked up his fork and tentatively poked at the food.


  “It’s already dead, don’t worry,” India teased before she forked a bite into her mouth.


  He took a cautious taste before his eyebrows raised in surprise. “It’s very good.”


  “Duh. Told you. Here’s a hint—her food’s never made me sick. Well, heartburn a couple of times, but that was my own damn fault for not asking her to tone down the spices a little. There are a couple of places around here where you won’t want to eat, but most of them are safe.”


  “I can see I have a lot to learn.”


  “Whenever someone pays me in a chicken or a pig, I always give it to Mary Hernandez, our cook and that little boy’s mom, to fix it. I wasn’t raised on a farm. Like I know how to butcher an animal? Also, I never ask for payments from her for her kids’ routine treatments and immunizations. In return, she gives us free meals when we want them. It works.”


  “I was under the impression the clinic didn’t charge.”


  “We don’t if someone can’t pay. If they can donate a peso or two here or there, fine, but we never refuse to treat anyone. Donations are encouraged, however. And they’re proud people around here. They want to give back as much as they can.”


  They finished their meal in silence. She could see he had a lot on his mind. No doubt he was digesting his situation. She’d seen it before, doctors who regretted their posting almost from the minute they arrived. Most of them were good sports about it, willing to learn and keep an open mind.


  Some of them, she couldn’t wait to get rid of them.


  When they finished eating, she offered him a smile. “Well?” she asked.


  “Excellent.”


  “I meant overall. What do you think about the place?”


  “I’m here for the duration,” he said, returning her smile. “As long as you’ll have me.”


  “Well, guess what? I’m sleeping in tomorrow morning. You get the early shift. I haven’t had a day off in what feels like forever.”


  Fear entered his face. “But what about my Spanish skills, or lack thereof?”


  She stood and stretched, grabbing their dishes and silverware to take inside so Mary didn’t have to come out and retrieve them. “That’s your problem, Mac. I’ll give you my learning materials to study tonight. You’ll do fine.”


  Chapter Seven


  


  Reverend Hannibal Silo, founder of the Church of the Rising Sunset, kept the placid, benign smile plastered to his face, the same smile that had coaxed hundreds of millions of dollars from people every year into his church’s coffers.


  Across the table from him sat a senator’s wife. When he found out that Marianne Parnassus, wife of the junior senator from Ohio, would be in Albuquerque on a tour with other congressional spouses, why he couldn’t help but extend a personal invitation to her to come have a private lunch with him.


  What she didn’t realize was that Silo’s network of operatives had finally caught Senator Parnassus on video in the act of being blown by one of his executive assistants.


  The man doing the blowing also had a clueless wife. But the assistant was a relatively small fish in a very large ocean in comparison to the senator. The assistant would be a good person to keep on a list of potential contacts should the need arise, but for now Silo would allow that man to remain clueless.


  Unless, of course, the Senator spilled the beans to him.


  But no, Silo didn’t ask Mrs. Parnassus, who was a very sweet woman, to have lunch with him today to air all that dirty laundry. No, he did it to make friends with the woman, whom he’d also learned was an avid churchgoer.


  He wanted her firmly on his side so that when he approached Sen. Parnassus with the video evidence, the man would understand without question that Silo would ruin him and all he held dear if the senator from Ohio didn’t play ball with him.


  By Silo’s rules, of course.


  Silo’s right-hand man, Jerald Arbeid, stood behind him, ready to do his bidding. He knew Jerald had arranged both audio and video captures of the luncheon, and would have them prepared on a DVD within an hour following the conclusion of their little tête-à-tête.


  Silo wanted the senator to realize just how easy it was for him to reach out and touch his life in intimate ways. How it would be terribly easy for Mrs. Parnassus to leave and take their three children with her. And, of course, Silo would be more than happy to offer her a safe haven and financial assistance for the undeniably messy and incredibly public divorce that would follow.


  After all, that was the Christian thing to do.


  He would teach the senator that it wouldn’t do to make an enemy of him.


  She was also pretty hot for a woman who’d just turned forty.


  Focus your thoughts.


  It wouldn’t do for him to allow lecherous images into his mind during the workday. Too distracting.


  He needed all his focus right now. General Arliss and his SOTIF team had foiled him thus far, and he needed to quickly bridge the widening information gap. Jerald suspected that SOTIF team 1, AKA the Drunk Monkeys, had been made aware of an informant’s presence inside Arliss’ chain of command.


  The problem was, their informant claimed Arliss hadn’t changed his activities, as far as they could tell. So was the general aware of the leak or not?


  Silo couldn’t risk tipping his hand too soon there. Better to pull back and accept that particular information loss in the short term, rather than storm his way through it and risk more people discovering his plans.


  He also had ulterior motives for targeting this particular woman.


  “This has been so delightful, Marianne,” Silo said, his warm, practiced smile etched across his features. “I’m glad I finally got to meet you. It’s always wonderful to sit down with someone who is both a follower of our Lord and who is involved in the political process.”


  She smiled. “Oh, I’m not involved in politics, Reverend. That’s strictly my husband’s domain.”


  “But I know from experience that supporting every politician who makes it as far as your husband, there is a loving, devoted spouse running things for them behind the scenes. They cannot do what they do alone. Thank you for all of your sacrifices to help make our country greater. Especially in these difficult times.”


  As expected, a cloud blew across her features. “May I confess something to you?” she said.


  “Of course, my child. It is only between us.” And the video camera.


  But he didn’t say that out loud.


  “I’m really worried about Kite,” she said. “I went ahead and pulled the children out of school last month. My husband wasn’t keen on that, because he worried what the press might say, but I put my foot down. I decided to homeschool them until the risk is over. I’m very concerned about this. I told my husband I’m not going to take them back to Washington until the danger is over, either. There isn’t a vaccine yet. He definitely didn’t like that, but I told him I would not risk my life, or the lives of my children, over making social rounds. That’s just plain stupid.”


  Bingo. “To be frank,” Silo told her, “I’m building several strongholds around the country. Strongholds large enough to house hundreds of people, able to be self-sufficient until the risk has passed. To house people who could and should rightfully take the reins of the country in the aftermath, to rebuild our nation to be better, stronger, more righteous.”


  Then he reached across the table and took her hand. “I promise, if things deteriorate and you’re concerned about your family’s safety, call me immediately. I will make sure you’re taken care of and brought to safety.”


  Her eyes widened just a little. “Really?”


  “Of course. I know I can’t protect the world, but those who are running our country need to know their families are safe. We are working with a charity that’s contributing to the research for a vaccine. Hopefully there will be a breakthrough very soon. And I will do everything in my power to make sure those who are vital to our country’s security and keeping things running get those vaccines first. And their families, of course.”


  She blinked away tears. “Thank you, Reverend. I can’t tell you what a relief that is.”


  Gotcha.


  If it wasn’t for his years of practice in keeping tight control over his emotions, he would have broken out in a fit of giggles.


  Sometimes, it’s just too darn easy.


  “You are a child of God,” he said. “Not that I would turn someone away who isn’t of our faith, but it especially warms my heart that you and I see eye to eye on spiritual matters. Did I also hear that you were a food engineer?”


  “Hydroponics,” she said. “I worked in that field for several years before our children were born.”


  Of course he knew that, but he pretended he didn’t. “Oh, my word. Then may I impose upon you and pick your brain for a few minutes?”


  “Sure.” She brightly smiled. “I don’t get to talk about that enough. Sometimes it feels like I never had a life before the kids.” She blushed. “Sorry. That must sound horrible.”


  “No, not at all! I completely understand. Sometimes, we must pursue our own happiness to be the best parents we can be. Let me put this to you, then…”


  He launched into his other hook, one he hoped would securely set and allow him to reel the catch in. About how he wanted to equip the strongholds they were building with self-contained aquaculture and food labs on a production scale. As an experiment, and also as a prototype. That he wanted to perfect the most economic systems possible, ones that could be installed on rooftops around the world, to help with their charitable purpose to end suffering in places less fortunate than their own.


  “Would it be an imposition to ask for your help with the project at our Missouri stronghold? Paid position, of course. And you could even bring the children with you. We have excellent, safe child care facilities for all our staff on-site. And of course your living expenses and situation would be taken care of. We could use an expert such as yourself at this stage to prevent us from making any mistakes. Our goal is sustainable urbanized agricultural techniques, ones that can even be developed using recycled and repurposed items in cases where new materials might not be available.”


  The way her face lit up told him he didn’t even need to reel her in. Hell, she was swimming right at him at warp speed, ready to jump into the net herself. “Reverend, I would be honored to help out with that.”


  “Really? You’re sure it wouldn’t be a disruption? It would be at our Missouri compound to begin with, for at least the next year.”


  “When can I start?”


  He smiled and turned to Jerald. “Jerald, would you perhaps be able to help with the preliminary arrangements?”


  He nodded. “I’ll go place some phone calls right now. Give me just a few minutes.” He left.


  It was also utter bullshit. The position was being held open under Silo’s direct orders, with the excuse that he had a candidate in mind. He’d had her housing completed weeks ago, a large apartment with plenty of room for her and her children, well-appointed with all the necessities, as well as a few luxuries she might not even have as a senator’s wife.


  All they’d needed was her to say yes.


  Marianne Parnassus looked overwhelmed. She dabbed at her eyes with her napkin. “Reverend, this is…Honestly, I had no idea how wonderful this visit would be.” She met his gaze. “I’ve been doing projects with the children at home, but something like this, they’re old enough I can involve them. And any of the children there who are old enough, we could use the project to help with their education. It’s science and biology and chemistry and even math.”


  He clapped his hands together. “Excellent! What a brilliant idea. I can’t tell you how happy this makes me. As if God Himself has put His finger onto this project.” He laid a hand over his heart. “It is truly an honor to be working with you.”


  Hell, the woman had a master’s degree, had spent several years working for Monsanto, among other companies. She’d been at the top of her field before her lawyer husband had turned her into a breeder and then dragged her with him to Washington, DC.


  There’s no way he won’t bend to my will now.


  Silo was careful to keep his smile kind, benign. With Mrs. Parnassus and her children not just living under his protection, but her working for him, there was no way the senator wouldn’t bend over backward to accommodate Silo’s demands.


  Serves him right. All he had to do was keep his pants zipped.


  Some heathens never learn.


  Not that he was complaining.


  After all, heathens kept him in business and making money.


  Praise God.


  Chapter Eight


  


  “This place is a dump,” Yankee muttered from where he stood along the rail.


  The Gramble-Goodley sat waiting just offshore from the Mexican Pacific coast. Papa and Alpha had taken a small launch ashore, along with Omega, who was both their unit’s quartermaster and who spoke fluent Spanish.


  “It’s dark,” Oscar countered, knowing his brother likely wouldn’t change his opinion of the place, even if it turned out to be a lavish oasis full of horny, naked women and free deep-dish pizza. “You can’t even see shore from here right now.”


  “It’s still a dump.”


  It was close to midnight local time, with calm seas and cloudless skies. They were on day ten of their voyage from Hawaii. “We’re not even at the town we’re going to yet.”


  “Still a dump,” Yankee insisted.


  Oscar decided to shut up. They were a couple of miles offshore from Puerto Vallarta. In its heyday almost two centuries earlier, it’d been a popular tourist resort and port town, frequented by cruise ships.


  It’d also been devastated by the Mexican drug cartel wars of the late 2070s, which had in turn reduced its popularity and driven the foreign tourists and expats out for good. Also hit hard by two avian flu pandemics after being devastated by a Category 4 hurricane in 2093, it was now a shadow of its former self and had never rebounded to its former size or glory.


  Adding Kite into the mix, which stifled all tourism, it might as well have been a virtual ghost town.


  Papa, Alpha, and Omega were off to locate transportation and get the feel of the land. The Gramble-Goodley could dock there if necessary, under the guise of needing to perform maintenance, at the old cruise ship facilities. They were now used by US military ships, under agreement with Mexican authorities, who contracted with them to help patrol their waters. But no one wanted to risk that if possible. They could move in closer to shore and use all three of the ship’s launches to transfer their personnel and equipment to shore under the cover of darkness.


  By dawn, they had loaded all the equipment into a box truck, and the rest of their crew into a van and a smaller pickup truck, and were on the road again. Destination Colima, a small town several hours south of Puerto Vallarta and inland. Papa led the way in the smaller truck, while Alpha drove the van and followed the box truck. They didn’t expect any trouble, but one never knew.


  By noon, before they made the inland portion of their trek, they pulled off the road behind an abandoned fast-food restaurant south of Manzanillo that looked like it had been ravaged in a storm. Papa and Omega would scout ahead and locate a place to either hide or stay, depending on the circumstances. They’d been lucky enough to find diesel for the truck easily enough on the well-maintained coastal road, but they would make sure to top off the tanks before heading inland.


  The van and pickup truck, while older models, were reliable, efficient solar hybrids that barely sipped diesel fuel when they weren’t using the solar. The smaller vehicles could also use biodiesel, and that was usually pretty easy to track down in rural areas where agriculture was big.


  Yankee and Oscar took a turn patrolling their area, keeping a wary eye out for anyone who might get a bad idea about trying to rob them. Q and Pandora were ordered to stay in the van with Doc, Tango, Quack, and Lima guarding them.


  Oscar hated this kind of travel. Well, not the travel as much as the not traveling aspect of it. The waiting. He felt vulnerable. He preferred moving, especially at night, in tight, well-armed, lightly equipped groups.


  Guess I’ll have to get used to it. This was new territory for all of them, but as long as they were OTG, they’d have to make do. Papa wanted to establish their next safe house before he decided where and how to make his sat-link to grab the spook’s info dump in four days. If they were close enough to a larger city that had free and public sat-link access, it wouldn’t be a problem.


  Using their secure sat-link would be riskier. Lima had scrambled the old one on the laptop Papa called “the football,” resetting it to a different code provided by Bubba. But the less they had to rely on it, the better.


  Three hours later, the men returned with the good news…and the bad.


  “We’ve got a house about five miles outside of Colima,” Papa told them. “And a barn we can park the truck in. The guy we’re renting it from didn’t want to ask any questions, only cared that we paid him in cold hard pesos. But it’s small, and not exactly the best facilities. And, we’re going to stand out among the local population, so we need to keep as low of a profile as we can.”


  By dark, they’d settled in at their new safe house. The old farmhouse sat secluded in the middle of a small, aging citrus grove at the back of what was apparently a much larger ranch spread. While some of the orange trees had died off, there were still some sporting ripening fruit, as well as grapefruit, lemons, and limes.


  That will be a nice snack.


  The farm’s owner was between foremen, and the house currently stood vacant. His own was located at the front of the property, near the main road leading into Colima, and where the bulk of the farm operations were located. Hundreds of acres of pastureland separated the old orange grove and the house from the rest of the spread.


  Several of the men opted to bunk out in the barn, to stand guard as well as to have some much-needed elbow room after weeks of close quarters. Q needed one of the two bedrooms dedicated to his lab. The house had solar and wind generators, and backup batteries, but they might need to snag a genny at some point.


  Oscar and Yankee grabbed a corner of the living room and spread out to sleep after downing an MRE each. They wouldn’t have to take a watch until early the next morning.


  Yankee looked over at him. “Been in worse places. Still sucks.”


  “Shut up and get some sleep,” Oscar shot back.


  At least with the sleeping accommodations not providing for any privacy, they wouldn’t have to listen to Pandora and her horndogs sounding off during the night.


  


  * * * *


  


  The next morning, Yankee awoke around dawn to the smell of eggs being cooked. When he looked, he spotted Pandora standing at the small gas stove the house came equipped with.


  Since they had to share a two-hole outhouse for a latrine, Yankee opted to walk a few yards away from the house, in the shadows of a dying orange tree, to relieve himself.


  “Don’t ya know better than to piss where ya eat?” Roscoe teased him from a nearby tree.


  “Speak for yourself.” He shook and zipped before turning. Roscoe and Niner were finishing up watch. “I’ll get Oscar up and grab chow and we’ll relieve you guys.”


  “Thanks. I feel like I could sleep for a week.”


  “Quiet?”


  “Yeah. Spooky, in a way.”


  “You’re used to quiet.” Hell, they’d spent time in some of the most desolate, godforsaken places on the planet in the past four years.


  “This is a different kind of quiet,” Roscoe said. “Like if you try to disturb it, it’ll smack you down.”


  “You’re from Brooklyn. This is a different way of life here.”


  “I guess.” He walked away.


  Yankee headed inside and washed his hands in the kitchen sink. Pandora flashed him a quick smile, but didn’t speak, not wanting to disturb those who were still asleep. He gave her a nod before turning to survey the living room.


  He gave Pandora credit, she could cook, and she had made great progress in the self-defense and fighting lessons they were all now giving her. She’d quickly gotten up to speed with Doc and Tango, and the others had pitched in to help teach her different skills, as well as challenge her abilities. She’d be able to hold her own against an average person, and she was developing wicked skills with a knife.


  There was a shower located just outside the backdoor, including a warm water tank from a solar heater. He considered grabbing one, then decided against it since he was going on watch shortly anyway.


  Picking his way through the men sleeping on the floor, he nudged Oscar in the ribs with the toe of his boot. When his brother lifted his head, Yankee tapped his wrist.


  That was all the info Oscar needed. He nodded and sat up with a yawn before getting up and heading outside. Presumably to find his own tree.


  After chow, they grabbed weapons and relieved Roscoe and Niner.


  “Roscoe said the quiet freaks him out a little,” Yankee told his brother.


  Oscar shrugged. “You’re the one who hated the whole country, sight unseen, over a case of food poisoning back in Philly,” he reminded him. “I wouldn’t go talking smack about someone feeling unsettled in the quiet of a place.”


  They studied the unfamiliar landscape surrounding them. Grey light gently filtered through a ground-level mist filling the citrus grove. The entire farm lay nestled in a fertile valley southwest of the Colima Peak volcano, but they couldn’t see far enough through the morning mist to spot the mountains in the distance to either side of their current location.


  “I don’t know,” Yankee said. “I have a feeling, too.”


  “Seriously? Knock it off.”


  “Just feels like something’s going to happen.”


  “Maybe the volcano’s gonna blow us to smithereens,” Oscar teased.


  Yankee just glared at him.


  “You know I trust your gut,” Oscar said, “but this time you’re wrong. You’re just pissed off we’re in Mexico.”


  “Yeah, but that’s not it.”


  Oscar studied him for a moment, his expression turning sober. “You think we’re being watched?”


  “No. I can’t explain it.”


  “Well, until you can, figure it out with your yap shut.” Oscar turned and headed through the mist to walk a perimeter around their section. Somewhere out there Uni and Victor were patrolling the other side of the property.


  Yankee drew in a deep breath.


  The faint scent of mixed citrus, hay, cowshit. The only sounds disturbing the morning were the occasional bird, the soft lowing of a cow, and the intermittent, faint breeze trying to gain a foothold and rustling treetops somewhere close by.


  No vehicles. No machines. No people.


  An ocean away, Kite was ravaging the Asian continent and spreading.


  Here…


  If he didn’t know what was going on outside the bucolic valley, he could pretend those horrors were merely the stuff of nightmares and not something he’d been actively recruited to fight. While he enjoyed what he did, enjoyed making a difference, and was good at what he did through natural abilities and extensive training, he wouldn’t deny he wished his services and skill sets weren’t required by the world.


  Maybe one day.


  Then again, none of them were guaranteed a “one day.” Especially not with a Kite vaccine still a theory and not a reality.


  Okay, so I guess there could be worse places to be right now.


  Chapter Nine


  


  Doc came looking for Oscar and Yankee both an hour later. Oscar didn’t need to ask what he wanted. He held up his left hand, pinky finger out, so Doc could administer the stick test.


  “Ever think there will be a day we won’t need this?” he asked Doc.


  “I sure as hell hope so. It’ll only happen if Q and his cohorts are successful.” He studied the strip and finally nodded. “Clear.”


  “Being a pincushion sucks.”


  “I know, believe me. At least you don’t have to do it to yourself.” He moved off in search of Yankee.


  As the sun rose and the morning breeze quickened, the mist cleared. Other than the dying and dead trees in the citrus grove, the area looked pretty. Oscar had made his way to the outer edge of the grove, to where the cow pasture started.


  Before Kite, Oscar had missed Philly. Missed being in a city where if you woke up in the middle of the night and wanted to go out for a bite to eat, you could.


  Missed their mom. Missed their cousins and other friends and family.


  Neither one of them had been able to maintain the insane GPA in high school needed to land college scholarships, and their mom couldn’t afford to pay to put them through school. They’d decided the military, which would pay them to earn a scholarship, would be their best option.


  They didn’t mind fighting terrorists all over the world. They liked knowing they were clearing the way for a better future. They’d re-upped, and then ended up in the SOTIF program and part of the Drunk Monkeys, which paid pretty damn well, all things considered. They opted to stick with the military for a while longer, which would mean better bennies when they got out. They could go to college later.


  Then fucking Kite happened. China getting pissy and nuking North Korea happened.


  And any hopes Oscar had for them being able to get out of the military in two years, as they’d originally planned, shot straight out the fucking window.


  No, the military wouldn’t force them to stay in once their latest hitch ended, but neither of them would leave the other eighteen men of the Drunk Monkeys high and dry like that.


  He suspected their mother was safe. When they’d last talked to her, she had just sold the small walk-up she’d lived in for the past ten years and was moving out into the suburbs with her brother and his wife.


  So now the brothers just had to keep themselves, their fellows in the unit, and Pandora and Q alive.


  Especially Q.


  At lunchtime they were relieved by Juju and Delta and headed inside. Papa and Alpha sat at the small table, a different map spread out before them.


  “What now?” Yankee asked.


  “Three days until I make the uplink check,” Papa said. “I need to figure out where best to do it from.”


  “What about Colima?” Oscar asked. “Anyone scout the town yet?”


  “Lima’s out now,” Papa told him. “He’s scanning for sat-link signals. Bubba said this is the area where our next target is. When he reports back, we’ll have a better idea what to do.”


  “That’s not exactly what I meant,” Oscar said. “I meant strategic recon.”


  “He’s doing that, too.” He looked up at Oscar. “Go grab showers. Both of you. Everyone else has.”


  “Is that a hint?” Yankee asked.


  “You both smell,” Alpha said, a teasing grin on his face. “More like Stinky Monkeys than Drunk Monkeys.”


  


  * * * *


  


  A couple of hours later, Lima returned with his report.


  “No sign of the signal we’re looking for. Doesn’t mean he’s not there, just means he wasn’t active when I was looking. There are people in the town with sat-links, but none of them match the signature I’m looking for. And they all seem to be civvie connections that have been around for a while. They all showed up on a database I skimmed through.”


  Papa slowly nodded, but didn’t respond immediately. “What are we looking at in terms of the town.”


  “Small, mostly rural. Large enough, with a fairly big main road, that we probably won’t raise too much suspicion if we make our way through and don’t look like we’re poking around too much. But I’ll tell you what, it’s no Melbourne. We can’t melt into the surroundings here. The old downtown area a few miles up the road is pretty much deserted and abandoned. Looks like earthquake and fire damage and everyone gave up and left without bothering to rebuild.”


  Papa pulled up another map on his tablet. “I’m thinking Guadalajara for the scheduled uplink. What do you think?”


  “Based on what I saw in Colima, that might not be a bad idea. That, or you could always go back to the coast, to Manzanillo.”


  “I’d rather not. We came through there once already. I’d rather not retrace our steps and call more attention to ourselves, if possible.”


  “So what do we do now?” Pandora asked.


  “We sneak around,” Papa said. “See if we can find McInnis before then. If not, I’ll contact Bubba during the uplink and ask him for further advice.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Three days later, Papa opted to travel alone all the way to Guadalajara. He left before dawn that morning, to go make the secure satellite uplink and retrieve the info drop that would hopefully be awaiting him there. Not knowing if there would be a trap set or not, he wanted the others to have enough time to get away in case trouble happened.


  Yankee noted that Alpha didn’t appear too pleased with that declaration, but he didn’t argue with the major, either.


  When Papa returned late that evening, he looked exhausted and pissed off.


  And not necessarily in that order.


  He gathered everyone around so he only had to tell the tale once.


  “Good news and bad news,” he announced without fanfare. “The good news is, we’re not officially on the radar yet. As far as the US military is concerned, it’s business as usual with us. The bad news is, we are on someone’s radar. We just don’t know who. The spook picked up traffic from the grapevine. SOTIF6 was called in to assist SOTIF7 in Oz. They finally determined we were no longer there, but they don’t have any clue where we’ve gone or how we left the continent.”


  “That’s good then, right?” Pandora asked.


  “Yes and no. Because our official status as filed by Gen. Arliss remains ‘on assignment.’ He’s not required to answer to anyone except the President herself about our whereabouts, and apparently no one’s asked him that yet. But now it looks like there’s someone prowling around at the lower end of the food chain, asking questions and trying to find backend access to files they have no reason to access.”


  “Does that mean you know who it is?” Alpha asked him.


  “No. The spook believes it’s at least two levels below Arliss, but not at the very bottom. This isn’t some clerk randomly poking around in shit and being nosy. This is someone with a little pull and field experience with an advanced level of security access.”


  “But he’s not sure?” Yankee asked.


  “No.”


  “Dammit,” Yankee grumbled.


  “But there’s good news,” Papa added.


  Pandora reached over and thumped the commander’s arm. “You going to tell us or make us guess?”


  Yankee snickered. Maybe she didn’t want to be treated like a little sister, but that’s pretty much how the rest of them thought of her. They also enjoyed watching her verbally spar with their CO in a way they wouldn’t dream of despite his easygoing nature.


  “One of the things that took me so long,” Papa said, “was that the spook gave me a couple of contacts to use to bounce chum through under a fake account he’d set up for me.”


  “What exactly does that mean?” she asked. “Chum. The spook said that, too.”


  “Tossing information out on the water to see who bites,” Doc told her.


  “Oh. Okay. Carry on, daddy-o.”


  Yankee, as well as at least three other men, disguised their amusement with fake coughing fits.


  Q jumped in. “Did you access the contact site like we discussed?”


  “I’m getting there. One thing at a time. I obtained another connection through all that, and they want a meeting.”


  Amusement immediately turned to concern as discontent rumbled through the men.


  “No offense,” Alpha said, “but that’s a damned stupid plan.”


  “You haven’t heard the details yet,” he countered. “I didn’t say the Drunk Monkeys were going to be meeting with someone.” He detailed the plan. The spook had, in the info drop, also sent along everyone on record in Arliss’ food chain. From officers to clerks. It wasn’t difficult to rule out some of the lowest level wonks. But it gave them a narrower range of suspects from which to choose. Four men and two women.


  Including their pictures.


  The chum Papa had thrown out included a fictional operative who wanted a payment and information exchange in return for revealing the whereabouts of the Drunk Monkeys. Someone who’d already heard some rumors and claimed to have a bead on the unit.


  “They bought it?” Alpha asked.


  “I think so. And my bet is the mole is so well embedded into the food chain that they won’t risk sending someone else to the meeting once they’ve arranged it.”


  “Arranged where and when?”


  “Mexico City, but no when yet. Told him I’d get back to him with specifics.”


  “That scratches off two more potential moles,” Pandora quipped.


  “Not necessarily. I used ‘he’ generically.”


  “So that gives us time to set up a sting in Mexico City,” Yankee said. “That place is large. Lots of places to hide. Big population. Shouldn’t be too difficult.”


  “We’re not sending the whole team in,” Papa told him. “When we finally do arrange it, it’s going to be just a couple of people. CQK, and out again.”


  Pandora frowned, but before she could ask it, Tango said, “Capture, Question, Kill.”


  Yankee gave her credit. From what she’d already been through, her hide had toughened somewhat. She didn’t even look disturbed by hearing that explanation. “Oh. Thanks.”


  “Hopefully, that mole is self-contained and we won’t find him—or her—reporting to anyone else inside Arliss’ food chain,” Papa continued. “If not, we’ll deal with that when the time comes.”


  He looked at Q. “To answer your question, yes, I did. And no, no contact.” He turned back to the rest of the group. “One better, Bubba came through.”


  He smiled and opened his tablet, showing them a detailed satellite map of the area around Colima. “We’ve been doing this backward,” he said. “We’ve been looking for McInnis hiding out somewhere near Colima.”


  Yankee’s question mirrored the confusion on Pandora’s face. “I thought that was the point?”


  Pandora voiced what the others were no doubt thinking. “Duh?”


  Papa’s smile broadened. He scrolled a few miles south and west of the old downtown area, northeast of their current location, before he pinch-zoomed the screen. A building came into view. “We’ve been trying to find a hideout that would conceal someone in the middle of nowhere. And we’ve been searching the damn area looking for a specific sat-link signature, as well as sat-link signals that were out of place. What we should have been doing is looking in plain sight.”


  He panned the satellite shot so the front of the building came into view.


  They all let out a knowing, “Ohhh.”


  The Compassion Médicale Internationale health clinic. They’d seen the small building while traveling through the area, but hadn’t paid much attention to it. They’d actually made a point to stay away from it, because they didn’t want to be around any large groups of people.


  And they’d disregarded the sat-link signals they’d picked up from there. The world-wide charity used sat-links in all their clinics.


  “Sonofabitch,” Doc said. “You think he just walked right in and set up shop and is piggy-backing through their signals?”


  Papa switched screens to show a PDF Bubba had sent him, copies of e-mail communiques from the clinic’s nurse to CMI’s American regional headquarters in Dallas. E-mails from several weeks back, inquiring when a replacement doctor would arrive.


  No responses to the nurse’s e-mails, but then she’d e-mailed them just a couple of days earlier, letting them know a doctor had arrived.


  Pandora grinned. “I knew Bubba would come through for us.”


  “It looks like McInnis’ passport is under a different name than the one Q knew he’d used to leave South Korea before TMFU. Bubba tracked that original ID to South America, then put together the info.”


  “So when do we go get him?” she asked.


  “Tomorrow is soon enough. I want another thorough recon of the area first. I don’t want to fuck this up and have him bug out on us.”


  Yankee nodded. If they had two of the scientists, that meant the chances of them developing a viable vaccine only went up.


  And it meant their chances of locating more of the people from The List were pretty damn good.


  Chapter Ten


  


  Over the next couple of days, Mac quickly settled into their routines at the clinic. India was happy to see he didn’t appear to be a lecherous player, either.


  Not that she’d had much of a problem with that. Most of the doctors she’d worked with had been perfect gentlemen, or at least professional. She wouldn’t deny she’d flirted a little with a couple of them, and some had even flirted back, but nothing had ever happened.


  Then again, she felt absolutely zero sexual attraction toward Mac. He was a nice enough guy, she supposed, but there was just…something. Not like she was creeped out by him or anything, and he wasn’t exactly what she’d call standoffish. He just had a different feel about him than she was used to from other doctors she’d worked with at the clinic.


  Maybe it’s just me.


  Mac also proved a quick study regarding the mechanics of keeping the clinic going. Like the solar panels and wind turbines that provided most of their electricity when the regular service through the power lines failed.


  Which was usually at least twice a day.


  They had deep-cycle batteries that could last them a full twenty-four hours, kept charged by the backup systems. The self-sufficient clinic also had a well, powered by an electric pump and keeping them independent of the area’s sometimes iffy water system. There was a backup diesel genny, too, that they could use if there wasn’t any wind or if it was at night and the solar panels were useless.


  They had a small emergency operating room that had seen more use than India wished. Including a portable anesthesia rig originally developed for use in military battlefield hospital situations.


  Unfortunately, India had already undergone several trials by fire. Most of the emergencies she’d had to deal with happened when she was between doctors.


  She’d conducted four emergency C-sections with Mama’s help, all four mothers and babies thankfully surviving. She’d performed three emergency appendectomies, two patients who’d survived, and one who didn’t because his appendix had already burst by the time he told his family to take him to the clinic after suffering days of pain.


  She’d conducted three emergency amputations—two feet and a leg.


  Then there were twenty voluntary vasectomies, which she had been trained how to perform by Paul Karsonnes.


  Apparently, some men were more afraid of their own women than they were of letting India do the procedure on them when their women had hit their limit on how many kids they wanted to have.


  Those were all in addition to the countless normal stitches she’d had to put in for various reasons great and small.


  Maybe I should return to the States and go to medical school. Get the full MD.


  CMI had a program for that, too. They’d pay her full tuition in return for a longer contracted stint.


  Then I could come back to Colima for good.


  If Kite hadn’t destroyed the world by then.


  The clinic also had a small portable X-ray machine she could use to diagnose everything from cavities in teeth to broken bones, to a fractured skull.


  Luckily, none of her patients had tested blue for Kite.


  Yet.


  Mama’s station was at the front door. She personally stuck every man, woman, and child walking through the door before allowing them further entry. When the stick tests had become available, India was afraid she might have problems instilling in Mama how vital it was they tested everyone, especially anyone presenting with symptoms, but the woman had surprised India in a good way with her vigilance.


  Mama also handled basics like checking BP and pulse, blood sugar, prescription refill requests, things like that. Things that the nurse would normally take care of for the doctor.


  It was a relief having a doctor in the house again. India’s greatest fear was losing a patient because she missed something, or didn’t have the basic skills a physician might possess. She might be a licensed nurse practitioner, but she wasn’t a formally trained surgeon.


  Now if she could just get him up to speed with his Spanish, everything would be hunky dory.


  


  * * * *


  


  One night after India had cooked them dinner, they were sitting alone at the table in the waiting room and eating. “So what is your story, Mac?” she asked. “How’d you end up off your native Irish soil?”


  He studied his plate for a little bit before answering. “I went to Harvard for medical school,” he said. “Worked my bloody arse off for it, too. I had great aspirations about saving the world, you know.”


  “How so?”


  “Oh, the usual naive nonsense any young person feels when they set out charting the course of their life, I suppose. I wanted to do something spectacular. Like curing a disease or developing some revolutionary medical technique that would save thousands of lives every year.”


  “And?”


  “I’m in—no offense—a charity clinic in bloody Mexico.”


  She tried not to bristle over it. She’d heard other doctors voice similar opinions before.


  This wasn’t a cushy assignment. Most of their doctors were not like Paul Karsonnes. Most of them didn’t easily embrace it. Maybe her view of other doctors was colored by the fact that Paul was the first doctor she’d worked with at the clinic, and the one by whom she now judged all other doctors.


  Paul was a good man, a good doctor, and he’d loved Colima. She could see it in him every day.


  And maybe if it’d been another doctor, one doing only their minimum four-month stint, she might not have come to love Colima the way Paul had.


  “Don’t worry, you’re not the first to say that,” she finally said out loud. “It’ll either grow on you, or you can send me postcards from wherever you end up next.”


  “I don’t know where I’ll end up next. With Kite, I don’t know where any of us will end up.”


  “I try not to think about that too much. I don’t want to think about it.” She tried not to watch videos on the news sites, either, that showed groups of Kiters in end-stage rage attacking and killing others like two-footed animals instead of human beings. “I’m just going to keep hoping it doesn’t end up here.”


  “Unfortunately, it’s all I can think about,” he quietly said.


  She didn’t know why the way he said it disquieted her so much, so she shoved it out of her mind and continued eating.


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Reverend Hannibal Silo stood at his office window, his back to his desk and his gaze on the Sandia Mountains to the east.


  What a beautiful view.


  He’d hate to give it up for Missouri, where his headquarters would be for the duration of the transition once he made the move.


  Perhaps I can have enough security measures installed here to protect the building. Take a helicopter and land it on the roof.


  There was a thought. The building had originally been constructed by a large banking consortium. When they went belly up, Silo had the church snatch it from the bankruptcy trustee in charge of the case, given advance notice by one of his contacts, for a song.


  Apparently the helo pad had been used quite a lot by the previous tenants. For his part, Silo had not used it simply to avoid the extra attention. He flew privately, yes, but always with staff.


  Saving money that way, of course. More economical. And they also used the private planes for charitable purposes, such as helping transport medical patients, disaster aid, flying dying kids to some dream destination. They also loaned them out, free of charge, to other charities for their use.


  It was great PR.


  More importantly, his parishioners praised having them as a result. He was the good guy.


  A helicopter, that was different. Unless it was being used to fly patients to a hospital or something, helos were seen more as the purview of the effing rich.


  And that was an image it didn’t pay for him to portray.


  At least Mrs. Parnassus and her children had settled in well in Missouri. He’d given the security staff there explicit instructions to protect them at all costs while giving them as much freedom as possible.


  When he’d talked to Marianne that morning on the phone, she’d sounded like a giddy teenaged girl.


  Next week, he had a face-to-face meeting scheduled with her husband, the senator.


  Silo suspected the man would be feeling the polar opposite of his wife by the time they finished their little chat.


  Meanwhile, Silo was awaiting news from Jerald about one of their other operations, a plan to hopefully bypass the stalled situation regarding acquiring the scientists from The List. An operation to further his agenda. To speed things up. A two-part plan.


  Their final success depended on how soon they could get their hands on some of the scientists from The List, or recruit scientists up to reverse engineering Kite the virus to create a vaccine before anyone else did.


  Part two…


  He was still awaiting word from Jerald on that as well. They’d been engaging in tests in the New York area. Initial reports sounded promising, but until they heard back for sure from their people on the ground, they wouldn’t be able to implement that aspect of their plan.


  Meanwhile—


  The knock on his office door made him smile.


  Right on time.


  “Come in,” he called.


  He knew it was Jerald without looking, from the quick, silent way the man entered and immediately closed the door behind him, almost before he was even through it all the way.


  Silo waited to speak again until he heard Jerald standing before the desk. “What good news do you bring me of our latest project in Los Angeles, my son?”


  “The volunteers are nearly through with their training.”


  “How many made it that far?”


  “Eighty.”


  Silo’s grin broadened, nearly painful, before he schooled his face again to the benign, practiced smile.


  Only then did he turn. “And the facility?” They’d converted an old grocery store in a bad part of town to use for their purpose. The logistics considerations were best in that area. It was closest to a major airport where they could get access to Kite patients without worrying about other urban logistical issues, such as in New York.


  “Fully up and running, as we’d discussed.”


  “Excellent. All the volunteers all devoted?”


  “Without a doubt. The, eh, financial incentives helped, I’m sure.”


  “Of course.” Silo nodded. “We wouldn’t want there to be any hardships for the families later.”


  Not that the families would likely survive the Kite pandemic long enough to enjoy the funds.


  “Exactly. And I have more good news.”


  “Don’t keep me waiting, son.”


  “I just received word from New York. The tests were successful regarding the…compound our chemists replicated. We’ve already synthesized more than enough of it to use in the Los Angeles project. It’s being transported there immediately to be administered as part of the volunteers’ training regimen.”


  Silo felt his smile widen. “Excellent.”


  “Yet more good news. Some of the professionals we’ve engaged for implementing the distribution part of the endeavor might be able to pick up the slack in other areas. Research and development.”


  Silo didn’t need a detailed map to know what the man meant. Scientists who might be able to help create a Kite vaccine.


  And that was very good news. “Really?”


  “Yes. I told them we were, of course, eager to fund research to develop a vaccine as soon as possible. We can use the same facility in LA for that purpose, until we need to move operations to the lab at the St. Louis compound at the end of the project.”


  “You are a treasure, my son. Well done.”


  Jerald blushed a little as he smiled. Silo never hesitated to heap praise on the man.


  He lapped it up like a dog.


  It was earned praise, of course. Silo never falsely stroked the man’s ego. In fact, he did what he could to keep Jerald just off-center enough he never got too cocky. Never forgot his place. Although Silo suspected the man was loyal to him, to a fault.


  Which would only serve Silo in the long run.


  They were going to infect their volunteers with Kite the virus, after getting them well and truly hooked on Kite the drug. The doctors working on the vaccine end of things wouldn’t know that part of the equation, of course. For that he would be using Dr. Isley, his wife’s psychiatrist, and a man pressed so firmly under Silo’s thumb that there was no way he’d ever wriggle free. Isley had set up agreements with two other doctors who had extreme financial and legal problems.


  In exchange for the “research” they’d be invaluably helping with, and for the glorious mission they were about to embark on, the other two doctors would be handsomely paid so that their families wouldn’t endure any hardship until they returned. And Silo would make the expensive malpractice cases against them go away. They and their families were also guaranteed places in the church strongholds scattered across the country, which were either completed or rapidly approaching completion.


  Of course they weren’t telling the volunteers they’d never make it home again. Duh.


  The volunteers wouldn’t know they were going to be infected with Kite. They were being told they were part of a pharmacology testing program and understood they were being used as God’s guinea pigs, helping to both test needed medications and to spread the Holy Spirit. Doing blessed work.


  But they would also be instructed to then go forth and spread the word of God to others, far and wide. That God was using them as a way to separate the faithful from the weak. To lift up the less-fortunate. That they were tools of God Himself to help others find the One True Way.


  Or some bullshit like that. Jerald and Isley had worked on the scripts, employing a cunning mix of neurolinguistic programming, religious rhetoric, and good old-fashioned brainwashing bullshit.


  None of the volunteers selected had scored exceedingly high on standardized IQ tests. In fact, that had been one of the selection criteria. Poor and dumb. They needed volunteers who wouldn’t be inclined to do a lot of critical or independent thinking, but who were just smart enough to carry out their training. And who would have relatives who wouldn’t be inclined to ask too many questions because a very large payment had appeared in their bank account.


  The volunteers would also be equipped with plenty of Kite the drug, impregnated with Kite the virus, and would be instructed to share the wonderful power of the Holy Spirit with others. They would be trained on how to administer injections, to especially seek out anyone who was in desperate need, such as the homeless and drug addicts, and share this special medicine with them. That it would raise their spirits and teach the people they helped about the power of God firsthand. That it would help protect them from Kite.


  The effects of Kite the drug would produce euphoria, and hopefully entice others around them to want to try it.


  And, of course, infect everyone in the process.


  Those North Koreans were really onto something.


  Silo wanted simultaneous outbreaks to occur in several large urban areas across the country, carefully timed. They knew approximately how long it took the disease, on average, to incubate once infection was confirmed. With their fleet of private planes, it would be simple for them to transport people to those areas without having to go through the usual stringent airport security measures.


  It also meant they’d be able to orchestrate massive outbreaks in urban areas long overdue a thorough spiritual cleansing. That, of course, would distract government authorities long enough that Silo could put several other plans into motion, using his carefully placed operatives.


  Clockwork.


  With the government and military focused on maintaining public order and keeping Kite contained as much as possible, no one would be paying a lick of attention to what was going on with his operations. Besides, it also meant the first wave of casualties would include a high percentage culled from the lowest rung of society, people who were serious drags on the economy and who would have no place in Silo’s new world. People like the homeless and drug addicts.


  No great loss there.


  As things devolved, it meant he’d be free to step in and take over the country. Especially if he could come up with a vaccine in time.


  Almost as good as being the hand that rocks the cradle.


  “I also have other news,” Jerald said, “but I don’t want you to put too much stock in it yet, sir.”


  This was curious. “Well, spit it out.”


  “I was contacted by our well-placed…friend. They are not certain, and didn’t give me any details, but they think perhaps they might be able to locate the…” His face wrinkled. “The Drunk Monkeys.”


  Silo didn’t dare hope. “Really?”


  “I don’t know. It’s unconfirmed, and I have no specifics yet. It’s a rapidly developing situation.”


  “How soon? And where?”


  “Again, sir, I’m sorry but I don’t know. The operative sent me a quick e-mail and then told me to await further news.”


  Silo fought the urge to slam his fist against his desk in frustration. He was not a man used to waiting when he wanted something badly. “As soon as you hear anything, let me know.”


  “Of course.”


  Once Jerald left, Silo turned back to the mountains. The SOTIF team’s luck couldn’t hold forever. Perhaps the problem before had been hiring outside contractors to attempt to do the work. Foreign agents who had no vested interest in the mission’s success other than sheer monetary gains.


  They needed someone with a dog in the fight, something to lose.


  Something big to lose.


  Someone who actually gave a crap about the future of America.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  After working with Mac for nearly a week, India had decided to let go of any misgivings she’d initially had about his secret “research project.”


  He was an MD, he knew his stuff, and she wasn’t about to complain about him to CMI. The world was a different place than it was even nine months ago. Doctors Without Borders, the WHO, the Red Cross and Red Crescent—every organization with any kind of pull and money, including groups far smaller than CMI, were trying to throw their weight into developing a vaccine for Kite.


  After lunch, India took a walk over to the store for groceries. She thought about all these things as she carried her purchases back to the clinic. Sweat trickled down her back, between her shoulder blades.


  That was another thing she missed besides air-conditioning—supermarkets. Stores where she could buy everything from chicken to condoms to apples to deodorant, all in the same place.


  The same farking air-conditioned place.


  When she returned to the clinic, she was surprised to see the doc wasn’t alone in the building despite them being closed for siesta time. There were three men and a woman talking to him in the waiting room.


  All three of the guys looked like hunks, but two of them especially caught her eye, blond-haired and blue-eyed twin hunks.


  Twunks.


  Whoever they were, they resembled the local population about as poorly as the doc did, standing out not so much like sore thumbs as missing limbs. She’d dealt with military before, but the Mexican guys, who’d been sent to the area for earthquake drills two years earlier, and who made periodic checks in their region to search for drug activity, looked nothing like these men. These guys appeared to be some of America’s best and brightest, straight off a US military enlistment poster.


  The woman definitely struck India as being a civvie, but if the three guys weren’t military, she’d eat her own bra. They were everything the locals weren’t, including well-armed.


  India set her groceries on the table by the entrance that functioned as Mama’s desk when they were open, and India’s formal dining room table when they weren’t.


  “Hey, doc,” she cautiously said. “What’s going on? Who are they?”


  The doctor’s face went red. “They’re, uh—”


  “We have a mutual friend,” the guy who wasn’t one of the twunks said.


  India’s internal bullshit meter immediately blared a warning at her. “What’s that supposed to mean?” She really regretted not having her gun on her. It was locked in the closet in her room, usually not something she needed while in town. To get to it, she’d have to make it through the strangers first.


  “Don’t worry,” the guy assured her, “we just got here ourselves a moment ago. We’re trying to confirm a few things before accusations fly.”


  Even in the heat, the not-twunk’s choice of words chilled India’s blood in her veins. “What?”


  Holy fark, please don’t let Mac be a Heisenberg!


  There wasn’t any cartel activity in their region. None that she was aware of. She hadn’t treated any drug overdoses, or heard of anyone dying from them, hadn’t seen any evidence of it in newborns or teens. Some alcoholism, a little homegrown pot, and even smoking-related health issues, sure.


  But drugs? The people here were too poor and too busy growing food to get involved in that. They had run the cartels out years ago.


  It didn’t mean someone from the outside, someone from another farking country who didn’t know the region’s history on the subject, couldn’t be involved in something illegal and looking to find a quiet place to set up a brand-spanking-new drug lab.


  What was Mac researching and experimenting on, anyway? Was he using her people—and that was exactly how she felt about them—as guinea pigs to develop new drugs, legal or not, despite what he’d said?


  India stared from the guy to Mac and back again before finally settling on Mac. “What is he talking about?” she asked him. “Who are these people?”


  “You are Dr. Peter McInnis, I presume?” the guy asked Mac.


  India couldn’t process that. “Wait, what? No, his name’s Dr. Peter Peters…”


  India recognized how stupid that sounded as soon as the words emerged from her mouth.


  The doc went red in the face again as she also realized that one vital thing about him she’d stupidly overlooked.


  His face-flushing was his built-in lie detector.


  “Yes,” the doc softly said to the man. “I am.”


  India held up her hands. “Wait, what? Why did he just call you Dr. McInnis?”


  “Because that’s my name,” Mac said, his face going even redder. “I am Dr. Peter McInnis.”


  “You lied to me? You farking asshole!”


  The woman smirked. “Oh, let’s see. He was only part of the team that helped unleash the Kite virus on the world, and you can’t believe he lied to you? Here’s my shocked face.” The woman schooled her expression into a humorless mask, her lips pressed together in a straight, thin line.


  Now India’s blood went from chilled to icy and she reached out a steadying hand to hold on to the table. “What?” It came out a whisper because that was about all the strength she could muster for it.


  The woman pointed at Mac. “Dr. Peter McInnis. You know, the guy, well, one of the ones, from The List. Don’t tell me you don’t even have a sat-linked computer here in this backwater outpost to keep up on current events? You know, like that little incident of China making North Korea go boom in a bunch of mushroom-shaped clouds after the psychos created Kite, and then people infected with it were released across the North Korean border into China?”


  The ice in India’s veins exploded into a full-blown blizzard.


  I’m an idiot.


  She hadn’t paid any attention to The List after it’d first been released and distributed. Hell, she didn’t think she had a snowball’s chance in, well, here, of ever crossing paths with any of those people.


  But, yeah, now that the woman mentioned it, India did recognize his name, and his face. Although the picture she’d originally seen had been a small one online. That explained why he had initially rung a bell in her mind, but she hadn’t been able to place him.


  “Sooo…you weren’t really sent here by CMI?” India asked Mac, now feeling really farking stupid.


  The woman snorted. “Nope. He’s on the run. Him and his cronies are the ones you can thank for Kite the virus.”


  India stared at him, shock slowly taking over. Millions, hell, hundreds of millions of innocent people were dead or dying, due to China’s attack and the virus and the resulting riots and other lovely side effects of global turmoil.


  India straightened. She felt her fingers clenching into fists, her short nails painfully digging into her palms. “You fucking asshole!”


  “I’m terribly sorry, Indy. I never meant to deceive you. I simply wanted to—”


  When India lunged at the lying, ginger-headed sack of monkey shit, Twunk One grabbed her, hauling her back and well out of striking range.


  “Easy there, sister.”


  “No!” She struggled, trying to kick Mac even as the twunk held on to her. “Let me go! Let me at him!”


  “Ease up, lady,” Twunk Two said. “We need him alive and in one piece. You can take a chunk out of him after he and his buddies come up with a vaccine.”


  Those words stilled her struggles. “A vaccine? For Kite?” She finally focused on Twunk Two. “They’re working on a vaccine for Kite?”


  “Not for farking homesickness,” the woman snarked.


  India didn’t even mind that Twunk One wasn’t letting go of her and one of his hands covered her left boob.


  Hell, she hadn’t been with a guy since she was in college. She’d settle for a brief grope in public with a guy—two guys?—as hot as this one. These ones. These one?


  Fark, they were twins. Cute twins.


  Really cute twins.


  Wait, I’m getting distracted. And off topic.


  It beat the alternative of trying to process what these people seemed to be saying. She looked at Mac. “You mean you’ve been working on a vaccine the whole time you’ve been here?” she asked him.


  Mac wet his lips. “I’ve been trying. Since before, even. I had to move locations due to violence in the area. I really was down in Brazil. That much was true. We’ve been working together, all of us, as much as we can. Long distance, as it were, via sat-link with the other members of the team—”


  “Team? You have a farking team?” She felt like she had to pick her jaw up off the floor. “So more of you are alive? Why haven’t you contacted anyone? You could be in a state-of-the-art lab right now and—”


  “It’s a long story,” the woman interrupted. “And, of course, it unfortunately isn’t that simple. Trust me, you’ll want a stiff drink when you hear our little globe-trotting tale.”


  India was having trouble processing everything at once, so she focused her ire on the woman. “Who the hell are you?”


  She smiled. “You can call me Pandora.” She was a redhead like Mac, but a different, darker shade than him. She wore her long hair back in a braid. She also had a distinctively American accent, as did the men with her. She pointed at the not-twunk dude. “This is Papa. The guy with his grubby mitts on you is Yankee. I think.”


  “I’m Yankee,” the other twunk said.


  “Sorry,” Pandora said. “I still mix them up sometimes. Then the guy holding you is Oscar. And you are…”


  “India Pelletier. Just who the hell are you people, anyway?”


  Papa took over. “We’re the Drunk Monkeys.”


  “It’s a nickname for the unit,” Pandora quickly added. “Not an official moniker nor an apt description of their skill sets.”


  “And you expect me to believe a bunch of people named the Drunk Monkeys are going to, what, exactly? Save the world?”


  The woman smiled. “Stranger things have happened.” The smile faded from her face. “You got a few minutes to chat? We’ll fill you in.”


  “Uh, you sure that’s a good idea?” Oscar asked.


  “She might as well know,” Papa said. “She already knows who he is.” He sent a stern look to Pandora. “I told you we were running late. We could have been out of here.”


  “Hey, it was either stop and let me out, or I was gonna pee myself right there. It’s not my fault Quack and Lima had both seats occupied in the outhouse before we left.”


  India shrugged free from the man holding her, but he stood ready, as did the man she assumed was his brother, to grab her again if she lunged. “If you’re not going to let me beat the crap out of Mac for lying to me, then yeah, start talking. You owe me that much.”


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Twenty minutes later, India had downed her second full mug of tequila, as well as shared the bottle with the others.


  And she also had a head full of information she wished she didn’t have.


  She glared at Mac as he leaned against the counter in the storeroom, where they’d moved to for story time. “I want you out of my fucking clinic.” She jabbed a finger at him. “Right fucking now. You and all your shit. Gone.”


  His face turned red but he nodded.


  “The only reason I’m not picking up the phone and turning your ass in is because these guys are probably right that someone would put you all in a hole instead of letting you create and freely distribute the vaccine.” She tipped up the bottom of her mug and finished the tequila inside. “And you goddamn well deserve to be in a fucking hole.”


  “We’ll get him out of your hair,” Papa said. “Sorry to be the bearers of bad news.”


  She blew out a long, tequila-laced breath. “I don’t know if it’s bad news or good news,” she admitted. “If you’ve now got two of these assholes in one place, that’s something, right?”


  “It’s not a vaccine yet.”


  “But it’s hope.”


  “It’s about all it is at this point.”


  “So then why’d you tell me?” she said. “Why not just cart him out of here before I got back?”


  “Well, for starters, because you returned before we could. Secondly, that probably would have looked even stranger, and possibly would have raised even more questions if you put out alerts about a missing doctor. We’d hoped to talk to him before you returned and then worked out how to extract him without it raising an alarm.”


  “Oh. Good point.”


  “And, no offense, we have a friend who already ran a background check on you for us. They told us that when it came time to get him out of here, our best option would be to approach you head-on, with the truth about what we’re up against. That you would likely help us out.”


  She wasn’t sure if she should be creeped out, impressed, or pleased by that.


  Maybe a combo of all three. “I don’t know how much help I can be. I’m not a scientist. I’m a nurse practitioner. You need something stitched up, or a baby delivered, sure. Lab work and research aren’t my forte beyond basic tests.”


  “We have a…situation,” Papa said.


  “Why you’re cut off from your head guy?”


  He nodded.


  She hooked a thumb at Mac but addressed her questions to Papa. “How do I know you’re not just feeding me a sack of lies, too? How do I know you’re not really the bad guys?”


  “Because if we were, we would have killed him, or just taken him, and killed you when you showed up, and then left without a look back.”


  “Indy,” Mac said, “I’m truly sorry you’ve been dragged into this.”


  She shoved herself away from the counter and at Mac again. One of the twunks grabbed her, again, and held on tight.


  “I’ll stay with her,” the twunk said, “if you guys want to start getting him moved before the clinic reopens.”


  She struggled and kicked at the air, trying to reach Mac, but the twunk pulled her back out of range. “Sorry, lady. You can kick his ass all you want later, once he and his brain trust fix this mess. I’ll even help you hold him down.”


  She stopped struggling and craned her neck around to look him in his gorgeous blue eyes. “Promise?”


  He chuckled. “Absolutely.”


  His brother paused at the door. “You going to be okay with her?”


  “Yeah. Go on.”


  Then a thought hit her. “Wait,” she called out. Everyone stopped and turned. “Mac’s got to be here, at least for the afternoon session. Mama will wonder where the hell he went, and I can’t make up an excuse as to why he disappeared over lunchtime. Plus we’re going to be packed. I kind of need him here today.”


  Papa frowned. “She’s right. Plus we don’t need the extra attention of moving his stuff around in the middle of the day.” He pointed at the other twunk. “You two stay here with them. To guard him. We’ll come back after the clinic’s closed and move him.” He smiled. “Make sure she doesn’t harm him.”


  “You mean hurt?” the second twunk asked.


  “No, harm.” He grinned. “Don’t let her take too big a piece out of him.”


  “Wait,” the one holding her said. “How are we supposed to explain who the fark we are?”


  “I’ll say you were sent by CMI to train,” India said. “That you’re passing through on your way to another clinic and wanted to see how we run ours.”


  Papa nodded. “That’s good. You think fast on your feet. I like that.”


  “Yeah, well, it’s sort of been my survival mode for most of the past four years. Especially over the past five months.”


  Once Papa and Pandora left, she shrugged free from the twunk again. “How do I tell you two apart?” Now that she could get a good look at them, and the tequila had grabbed hold of her a little, she realized they weren’t the worst guards in the history of the world.


  The other one smiled and pointed at his jaw, to a small scar. “Me, Yankee.” He pointed at his brother. “Him, Oscar.”


  “You, Tarzan. Me, Jane.” She grabbed the empty mugs and washed them in the sink. “Just stay out of our way this afternoon, and try not to talk any more than necessary. Nod a lot when I talk to you, even if you don’t understand a word I’m saying to you. Think you can handle that?”


  She turned. The men nodded.


  Mac still hovered in the doorway, his face red. She walked over to him and slapped him hard enough to make her hand sting like a motherfucker. When Yankee ran to grab her again, she held up her hands as she backed away from Mac. “That’s it. I’m done. Hey, your own head dude said I could hurt him.”


  Now Mac’s face was beet red, except for her handprint on his left cheek, which was white and rapidly filling with color. She pointed at the locked door to his room. “I suggest you get as much packing done as you can before Mama and the next round of patients get here in an hour,” she said.


  He hurried off.


  She turned to see the twunks smiling at her. “What’s so funny?”


  Oscar—well, she thought he was Oscar—shook his head and held up his hands. “I damn sure don’t want to be on your bad side, woman. You’re something else.”


  “Yeah, well, I’ve had to be something else to keep this place running all by my lonesome.” She retrieved her groceries from where she’d forgotten them on the table and brought them back into the storeroom. She unlocked the food fridge and put the perishables inside before tucking the canned goods and produce into the cupboard. “This place doesn’t run on unicorn farts and fuzzy bunnies, you know.”


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Unfortunately, by the time Mama returned after siesta, the effects of the tequila had worn off for the most part, leaving India with a brain full of information she didn’t want to think about right at that moment. She’d also dashed off a note to CMI asking them to disregard her previous e-mail because she’d gotten her wires crossed about a different doctor just passing through town.


  She hoped they believed her, and that it didn’t cause additional confusion or delay the arrival of a replacement doctor.


  India quickly told Mama the excuse about Oscar and Yankee being from CMI and visiting for a few days to observe on their way to another clinic.


  The older woman’s gaze ran up and down the men before she finally nodded and went to her station.


  Yankee leaned in. “She buy it?”


  She snorted. “What do you think?”


  “I think she looks dubious,” Oscar said.


  India touched her nose as she walked past them to the exam room where Mac was getting things ready.


  She had to hand it to the men, they stayed out of the way and by the time they’d seen their last patient of the day, the twunks seemed to have charmed Mama nearly out of her shoes despite not speaking a word of Spanish.


  Instead of focusing on how she wanted to jam a scalpel into Mac’s jugular, India focused on the two men.


  Which was both a good and bad thing.


  Good because they were damn sweet eye candy.


  Bad…because they were damn sweet eye candy. And now her libido was flipping out. Every time one of those pairs of blue eyes met her gaze she felt her clit yanking on some direct neural pathway to her brain to pay attention, dammit.


  And they were doing it to her in stereo.


  Finally, she bid Mama good-bye for the evening and locked the door behind her with a sigh of relief.


  Finally.


  “When is your guy going to come get him?” she asked Oscar as she hooked a thumb over her shoulder to indicate Mac.


  “Probably just after dark,” he said.


  “You got your shit packed?” she asked Mac.


  He nodded.


  “Good.”


  “I know you’re pissed off at him,” Yankee said, “but to be fair, the North Koreans tricked everyone except Q into working on the project at first.”


  “What’d they do to him? Bribe him?”


  “Threatened to rape and murder his wife, daughters, and mother, and then kill his brothers,” Yankee said. “And make him watch, then kill him last.”


  She suddenly felt sick to her stomach. “Oh.”


  “If it makes any difference,” Mac said, “we were trying to mutate the virus to a non-lethal state. Unfortunately, our work was interrupted and we were forced to escape or die. If we’d died, this entire situation would have happened anyway, only we wouldn’t have a chance to make it right. And if our team hadn’t worked on the virus, it would have been a different team. The North Koreans were rather…determined.”


  She glared at him.


  Dammit, I hate logic.


  “Not saying we condone it,” Oscar added, “but while what they did was heinous, it wasn’t like they were all eager to do it. Now it’s our job to help them make it right.”


  She walked over to the wash sink and turned on the cold faucet. Which wasn’t super cold this time of year, but at least the well water felt cool. She splashed some on her face and on the back of her neck. “What other kind of help are you going to need to fix this?” she asked, not believing the words coming from her mouth.


  “Who are you talking to?” one of the twunks asked.


  “Him. Doctor Demento.”


  “Beg pardon?” Mac asked.


  “What do you need? Equipment? Supplies? I need to make another run to either Guadalajara or Mexico City, depending on where CMI sends the next supply shipment. If I can’t piggyback the supplies onto my own order, I might be able to find them in town.” She grabbed a towel and blotted excess water from her face. “I don’t want to be the reason you guys fail in fixing your fuckup.”


  “I…I don’t know. I need to see what Dr. Quong—”


  “Q,” Oscar corrected. “We only use code names.”


  “Ah. I see. Sorry.”


  They turned at the sound of a knock on the door. Papa stood there, with what looked like a hunky wall of men behind him. “They yours?” she asked the twunks.


  Yankee headed for the front door to let them in. “Yeah.”


  Papa had five guys with him and wore an amused smirk. “Glad to see he’s still alive. You two are staying here with her tonight,” he said to the twunks.


  All three of them asked it. “What? Why?”


  She didn’t know if she should be more outraged that he was ordering them to stay, or that the two men seemed irritated at the order.


  “No offense, India,” Papa said, “but I want to make sure we’re copacetic.”


  “She already offered to help us get supplies,” Oscar said.


  “That’s fine. But I also want to make sure no one’s tracked us back here yet. So I want you two protecting her until we’re sure it’s clear.”


  It seemed the men’s indignation faded as quickly as her own. “Oh,” the three of them said.


  “And now that we know this is a friendly location, we might need to use the sat-link to contact Bubba before we leave the area. Now let’s get his stuff loaded. Q is anxious to compare notes with him. I’ll send someone to check in with you guys in the morning.”


  And that was it. Twenty minutes later, it was her and the twunks in an otherwise silent clinic. They seemed to be at as much of a loss as she was.


  Say something, stupid. “You guys hungry?”


  The men shrugged. “Yeah, we could eat,” Yankee said.


  She smiled. “Then let me rustle us up some dinner, boys.”


  


  * * * *


  


  It wasn’t anything fancy. A one-skillet dish of ground pork and sautéed vegetables with some flour tortillas and guacamole.


  “This is good, thank you,” Oscar said. Yankee nodded his agreement.


  They were sitting at the front table in the waiting room. With all the shades pulled at the door and in the front windows, no one could see them from outside.


  “I don’t get to cook much for others,” she said. “What little I do tends to be local fare. Ironically, I’ve lost about twenty pounds since being here despite eating more.”


  “Just from the work?” Oscar asked.


  “Paul Karsonnes, the doc who was here when I first arrived, he said he lost weight, too, but he thinks it’s because the food doesn’t have a lot of preservatives and artificial crap like what we buy in the States. It’s not processed out the wahzoo. Yeah, being on our feet all day I’m sure helps, but when I think about the crap I used to eat back in college, I shudder now.”


  “Do you miss the States?” Yankee asked.


  She shrugged. “Mostly, no. Air-conditioning would be nice. And a big supermarket. But I feel safer here than I did in St. Louis. What about you guys? Family?”


  They shared a glance. “We’re originally from Philadelphia,” Yankee said. “Our mom moved in with her brother and lives outside the city now.”


  “Siblings?”


  “Nope.”


  “What about your father?”


  “He died when we were babies. He was in the military. Died in Egypt in the 2114 terrorist skirmish.”


  “Oh. I’m sorry.”


  The men shrugged. “Mom never remarried. Said we were a handful enough as it was.”


  “Did it freak her out when you went into the military?”


  “We didn’t really have a choice,” Oscar said. “We wanted to go to college, so we ended up doing this.”


  “How old are you guys?”


  “Thirty,” they said together.


  She smiled. She couldn’t help it. It was cute when they talked at the same time.


  “What about you?” Yankee asked. “What’s your story?”


  “Thirty. Single.” She smiled. “Sort of like you, I ended up here because I took a full-ride scholarship from CMI to get my LNP degree. But I get paid while I’m here, too, as well as my expenses. So it’s not a bad gig for someone like me.”


  “No siblings?”


  “Nope.” She let out a snort. “Which is why my parents keep bugging me about moving home to St. Louis when my time is up. I have a hot news flash for them, if I go back to the States, I’m not going to be living with them.”


  Oscar cocked his head. “That sounds like a story.”


  “Not much of one. My parents got sucked in by Reverend Silo’s church, sent him their retirement money after I begged them not to, and now want me to move home and take care of them. End of story.”


  “Oooh,” the men said together.


  “Sorry,” Yankee said.


  She shrugged. “It is what it is.”


  “So you’ve been running the clinic by yourself since the last doctor left?” Oscar asked. “That’s impressive.”


  The pleased flutter in her chest caught her by surprise. He didn’t sound like he was feeding her a load of bullshit just to stroke her ego, either. “I’ve done it before, between doctors. Just never for this long.”


  The dark cloud returned to her mind. “Here I thought Mac was CMI’s replacement doctor. I should have known better. They’ve never sent a doc who couldn’t speak the lingo before. I’ve had a couple who bumbled along and needed me to translate some things for them, but they always had a functioning level of basic Spanish.”


  “Well, look on the bright side,” Oscar said. “We aren’t leaving here right away. He’ll still be around for a few days. If something comes up, we can grab him to help you out.”


  Again with the inner conflict. She knew that would serve the greater good of the town, but it pissed her off on a personal level.


  On the other hand, she knew what might take her mind off things. “For dessert, I have tequila, or tequila.”


  The men smiled. “Tequila.”


  They helped her clean up the dishes before she poured them all a few fingers each of the cold liquor.


  Yankee laughed after choking down a swallow. “This stuff really is horrible.”


  She shrugged. “It’s free, so I’m not going to complain.” She had an idea about what she wanted to do next, but wasn’t sure she wanted to approach the men about it.


  If they said no, it’d be a blow to her ego she didn’t need tonight on top of the revelations about Mac.


  Then again, what if they say yes?


  “There’s not exactly a lot of nightlife here in this town. Usually after I call it a day I collapse in bed.”


  “Don’t let us stop you,” Yankee said. “We can bunk anywhere.”


  Nut up, buttercup.


  She drained her mug and rinsed it out. “I was sort of hoping you two might want to bunk with me tonight. Excuse me while I go check the lock on the front door.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The men froze. Oscar and Yankee stared at each other. “Did she just say what I think she just said?” Oscar whispered.


  Yankee nodded, throwing back the last swallow of his tequila. “I don’t know about you, but I’m not turning her down. I’m at least going to go see if she meant it.” He stood to rinse his mug before following India out of the storeroom.


  Oscar tried to think of all the reasons this might be a bad idea and couldn’t come up with one. They were securely locked in for the night, and their orders were to stay there with her, keep an eye on her, and guard her.


  Wasn’t any better way of keeping an eye on her he could think of than to be in bed with her.


  He finished his liquor, rinsed his mug, and followed them.


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  India checked the locks on the clinic’s front door and turned, her back pressed against it, happy to see the men had followed her from the storeroom. Yankee and Oscar were the best-looking men she’d set eyes on in…


  Well, in over four years. No offense to the men of the town of Colima, she’d always had a thing for tall, buff, blond, blue-eyed guys.


  She didn’t see it as being picky. If men were given a pass for having a preferred “type,” she figured the same standard should apply to women.


  No, scratch that. The twunks were the best-looking pair of men she’d set her eyes on in…ever.


  Walking forward, she stopped in front of them and looked up to meet their gazes. They were about six inches taller than her own five six.


  “You guys married?” she asked before her nerve could desert her.


  Yankee, with the faint scar on his jaw, frowned. “What?”


  “Simple question, buddy. Are. You. Married?”


  “No.”


  Oscar shook his head.


  “Girlfriends?”


  “No,” Oscar said. “Why are you asking us this?”


  “You guys gay?”


  “No,” they both said.


  She grinned. “Good. How long’s it been for you two?”


  “Huh?” they asked.


  She hoped her sigh didn’t sound too disgusted and impatient with them. “Look, I’ve been here nearly four years. How long’s it been for you two?”


  Yankee stared at her. “What are you talking about?”


  Oscar smacked his brother’s shoulder. “Sex, dummy.”


  She smiled and crossed her arms over her chest, just below her breasts and hopefully accentuating them a little. “Yes, sex. Dummy.”


  “Oh.”


  “Well? Or is that a no?”


  “No,” Yankee said. “I mean—” He quickly added, “No, it’s not a no.”


  “Is that a yes?”


  The brothers exchanged a glance.


  They were frustrating her in more than one way. “Look, I’m horny. Period. You guys interested or not?”


  “Yes,” they said together.


  “Finally.” She headed to her bedroom, turning and crooking a finger at them to follow her.


  They scampered after her.


  Locking the bedroom door behind them, she turned, smiled, and grabbed the hem of her T-shirt, pulling it up and off over her head before she dropped it on the dresser.


  “See something you like?” she asked.


  They advanced on her with the force of a tsunami. She held up a hand. “First things first. You guys clean, or do I need to test you? And I don’t mean Kite.”


  “We’re clean,” Oscar said. “You can test us if you want.”


  “Nope, but I find you’ve lied to me, just remember, I can do castrations.”


  She didn’t think she imagined that both men winced.


  “Message received,” Yankee said.


  “I have a five-year in,” she said. “Put it in myself last year. And I’m clean.” She reached behind her and unsnapped the hook on her pink satin bra, pulled it off, and dropped it so it landed on top of her T-shirt. Usually she didn’t wear a real bra. She usually wore a sports bra. It wasn’t like she needed the support, and sports bras were more comfortable for the long hours she worked.


  She’d wanted it for show for the twunks and had swapped it out at a bathroom trip during dinner.


  Just in case.


  Wasn’t like she even owned a dress. The bra was the last bit of “girlie” clothing she had.


  The front of both men’s trousers tented. She would have laughed except she was so horny she could barely see straight, and she was afraid they might misinterpret what she found so amusing.


  Sha-wing!


  Crooking a finger at them, she pursed her lips and blew them a kiss. She hoped it looked sexy. It’d been so long, it might look goofy as hell for all she knew.


  Apparently not, because neither man burst out laughing. They closed in, hunger in their eyes and her all laid out like a medium-rare prime rib.


  She closed her eyes. One of them kissed her, the other wrapped an arm around her back and latched on to her left nipple with his mouth.


  A moan escaped her, and thankfully that strong arm was hooked around her, because her knees went weak and nearly dropped her on her ass from how good it felt.


  Her arms snaked around kissy twunk’s neck and held on tight while sucky twunk worked on getting her shorts off her. She did a dance in place, kicking them off before he yanked her panties down and off her legs, too.


  One of them, her best guess was kissy twunk, scooped her up into his arms and deposited her onto her bed. When she opened her eyes, she was staring up at the men in the process of shucking their clothes.


  She sucked in a sharp breath. Ripped, sculpted pecs and chests, tapering from wide shoulders down to narrow waists and hips that held up their firm, bitable asses. Seconds later they stood over her, with cocks stiffly waving, which were just as sculpted as the rest of their bodies.


  Those cocks were just too good to resist. She sat up and grabbed both of them, wrapping her lips first around the one on the left, then the one on the right.


  The men let out identical groans of need, hungry, deep, churning like the Pacific surf. It called to something inside her, pulling it forward and giving it free rein.


  Back and forth she worked, the men each resting a hand on her shoulders, their fingers clamped onto her flesh in a way that said if she tried to get away, they might have something contrary to say about that.


  No worries there. She felt powerful, free for the first time in years. Her clit throbbed, her pussy already wet and wanting to feel these cocks inside her. She wasn’t a stranger to rubbing one out if she was in the mood, and she wasn’t a prude, for sure. But she’d be a liar if she said she didn’t feel a good thrill of nerves fluttering through her at the thought of maybe having both these cocks spearing her at the same time.


  Yum!


  Their flesh twitched in her hands, in her mouth, as she refused to let them rush her. Every flick of her tongue against the silky warmth of their cocks drew moans, gasps, responses from them. Something she’d missed so much, more than she’d realized until this point.


  Maybe there wasn’t anything else they could do but screw around. She was good with that. She wasn’t looking for forever. With Kite raging around the world, forever might not be more than a few months for the entire human race.


  That meant she refused to waste a single opportunity. Refused to turn her back on pleasure when it presented itself so wonderfully in front of her.


  In smoking hot stereo, no less.


  Finally, one of them pushed her back onto the bed and grabbed her, flipping her over. “Baby,” he hoarsely said, “I need to get that inside you, now, or I’m going to fucking explode.”


  That had to be Oscar, because she realized the guy now crawling onto the bed next to her and pulling her on top of him was Yankee.


  Yankee grabbed a fistful of her hair in his hand and kissed her, crushing her lips with his, holding her in place. His cock, trapped between them, pressed against her.


  Idea!


  A delicious, evilly delectable idea that would likely leave her walking funny tomorrow. She wrenched her lips free long enough to look over her shoulder at Oscar. “Over there on the shelf. Green box.” She let Yankee pull her down on top of him again.


  Oscar got up and stepped over to the shelf and pulled the box down.


  He laughed and grabbed a condom and several of the foil envelopes of lube from the box. “You want these?”


  Yankee let her lift her head to talk. “I want both your cocks inside me. I’ll get a spit roast later. I want this now, while we’re alone in here and I can yell my farking head off. Logistically, we might not get another chance for a while. Lube me up, buttercup, and let’s get this party started.”


  “Pragmatic and logical,” Yankee said, grinning ear to ear. “I love that in a woman.”


  “Oh, baby,” Oscar said. “You’re going to do more than just get both our cocks in you. We’re going to start there.” He grabbed the roll of paper towel she kept by the sink and returned to the bed. Yankee spread his legs, forcing hers wider apart as Oscar knelt behind her.


  He ripped open a couple of the single-use lube pouches and squirted them down the seam of her ass, working it in with one finger, gently massaging her rim as he breached the tight ring of muscle.


  Yankee reached between their bodies and fisted his cock before guiding it into her cunt, which made her moan with need. She wanted to slam her body up and down on him but he grabbed her hair again and kissed her, fucking her with his tongue as he did.


  “Gonna get you ready,” Oscar said, his voice already sounding strained. “You want two cocks, you got two cocks. And when we finish this round, we’ll get cleaned up and do it all over again, giving you that spit roast you want so badly.”


  She let out a soft, needy moan into Yankee’s mouth.


  “That’s it,” Oscar said. “Make all the noise you want. We’re all alone here. We’re going to spend the night making you come over and over again. We’ve spent the last couple of weeks listening to Doc and Tango and Pandora getting it on, and there’s only so much satisfaction a man can get from his own fist before it kind of becomes pointless.”


  He must have had his finger inside her all the way up to his knuckle. Taking his time, he teased her, fucking her with it, making her clit throb with every thrust. She’d had anal before, but it had been a while. She was glad she didn’t need to stop him and warn him about the art of foreplay and preparation.


  Oscar withdrew his finger from her ass, then carefully started working a second inside her. She froze, forcing her body to relax and accept it as he slowly stretched her.


  Then Yankee reached between their bodies again and found her clit. He pinched it between his thumb and forefinger, rolling it and drawing more moans from her. Suddenly, the fingers in her ass felt a lot better. And she wanted more.


  A lot more.


  “That’s it, baby,” Yankee encouraged. “You like that, don’t you? Fuck his hand. You wanted two cocks, you need to be ready for two cocks. We’re going to wreck you like we stole you and come back for seconds.”


  Another whimper escaped her. This was what she’d wanted, fantasized about so many nights alone in her bed. Better, actually, because in her fantasies it was just one guy.


  Why couldn’t I have found guys like this in college? I never would have left the States!


  Okay, maybe that made her shallow, she didn’t care.


  All she cared about was how good it was feeling to be stuffed full of twunk cock, and how much better it was soon going to feel to have an orgasm triggered by someone who wasn’t her.


  By the time Oscar had worked up to three fingers, she was close to begging them to make her come, but Yankee wouldn’t let her rush him. “Just hold on. Wouldn’t be fair for me to get to feel you coming on my cock and not let him feel it, too.”


  Finally, the fingers in her ass disappeared. She heard Oscar rip off a piece of paper towel and wipe his hand before he tore open a second pouch of lube and drizzled it down the crack of her ass. Another sound, and then she felt him pressing the head of his condom-clad cock against her ass.


  “Okay,” Oscar said. “You wanted it, now you’re getting it.” Slowly, torturously slow, he pressed forward, pulling back and making more progress with each thrust, until the head of his cock was through her rim and tightly fisted inside her ass.


  “Fuck, you’re so goddamned tight!” Oscar groaned. “Dude, you’d better be ready to come fast, because I will not last in her.”


  Oscar worked his cock deeper fraction at a time as she braced herself against Yankee’s ripped chest. She wanted to slam her body down onto their cocks, to beg them to stop screwing around and fuck her already, but the men were in control.


  Finally, she felt Oscar’s thighs pressed against the backs of hers. “Okay,” he said, still sounding strained. “Get her off. Now. Make her come.”


  Yankee’s hand sped up, and before she could even think about catching her breath her orgasm slammed into her. The feeling of her body squeezing their cocks, along with the sweet burn of having her ass stuffed, only intensified the pleasure.


  “That’s it,” Oscar encouraged. He reached around her and found her nipples, pinching and rolling them while Yankee kept her climax going by playing with her clit.


  “Start moving,” Oscar told her. “Fuck our cocks, baby. You get to do a little of the work.”


  She could hardly breathe from how great it felt, the pleasure that was nothing like her little solo orgasms. Somehow, she managed to start rocking her hips against them, finally finding a motion and rhythm that worked for her.


  “Goddamn,” Yankee grunted. “That is sooo fucking hot.”


  She closed her eyes and threw her head back, the moans freely rolling from her now as she completely released herself to the passion and pleasure her body was immersed in, sandwiched between the twunks.


  One guy would never be enough again, she knew that now. This treat had spoiled her for life.


  She only hoped they’d have more than just this one night, because it had definitely jumped to the top of her personal mental highlight reel.


  Another run up the scale, and then a second orgasm shattered her nervous system.


  “Oh, yeah,” Oscar said. “You just came again, didn’t you?”


  She thought maybe she whined an affirmative at them, she didn’t know. But Oscar pinched her nipples even harder. “Keep moving, baby. Harder. Faster. We want to see you fuck another one out of yourself.”


  She hoped the bed stood up under the strain of the three of them, plus what felt like riding a bucking bronco. Her ass had loosened up and was easily accepting Oscar’s cock deep inside her. And it was keeping Yankee’s cock pressed against her G-spot, which only made everything feel better.


  The men held back until they felt her body shudder one more time. “Okay,” Oscar said, releasing her nipples and grabbing hold of her hips. “My turn.” He fucked her, hard and fast and then before she could even shift her balance to brace herself she felt his fingers digging into her, followed by his low moan of pleasure as he finished.


  But before he pulled out, Yankee let go of her clit and grabbed her by the waist, bouncing her on top of him as he fucked his cock up into her pussy, hard and deep and fast. She opened her eyes in time to see his drop closed. He made a really sexy face as he finally came, his groan of pleasure different and yet similar to his brother’s.


  Silence, broken only by the sound of them catching their breaths and the whirring of the box fan in the window, filled the room.


  Then Oscar withdrew, and the bed creaked as he got out. She collapsed on top of Yankee, her eyes falling closed again. She listened to the sounds of Oscar cleaning up at the sink, and Yankee’s slowing pulse thrumming in her ear.


  Wrapping his arms around her, he stroked her back. “Good?”


  “Mmm-hmm.”


  “Don’t fall asleep,” Oscar said. “Give us five minutes, we’ll be ready again. I know I’ll easily be able to bust a nut at least one more time.”


  “So romantic,” she teased, eyes still closed.


  “Says the woman begging to be tag-teamed and spit-roasted,” Yankee joked. He gently put a hand on top of her head and started pushing. “Get down there and get his interest back up. I heard someone requesting a spit roast.”


  She lifted her head and smiled at him before crawling down the bed and taking his cock into her mouth.


  He let out a hiss. “Easy. It’s sensitive. Be gentle.”


  His cock throbbed in her mouth as she gently laved her tongue over it.


  Oscar walked over to the bed. She was touched to find he’d wet a few paper towels with warm water when he reached behind her and cleaned her up. After throwing them away, he cl back onto the bed. “Scoot up,” he told Yankee. “I’m out of room.”


  Yankee did, keeping a hand on the back of her head to keep her in place. She was forced to move up the bed with him, and then Oscar grabbed her by the hips and pulled her to her knees. When he knelt behind her, between her legs, he fisted his cock and she felt him swipe the head up and down the opening of her well-fucked cunt.


  “Now I can last longer,” Oscar said.


  Yankee’s cock twitched, slowly growing hard again under her ministrations. “Me, too,” he said. “Get comfy, girl. We promised you a thorough wrecking, and that’s what you’re going to get.”


  Another moan escaped her. They were definitely men of their word.


  It wasn’t long before both cocks were hard again and she found herself rocking back and forth between them, impaled at both ends by the twunks.


  Oscar reached around her and found her clit with his hand. “Okay, baby. This time, you can scream your head off.”


  Yankee had cupped her head with both hands and was now in control, fucking her mouth. “Yeah, I’ll just slide my cock a little deeper down your throat when you start to get too loud.”


  Her eyes dropped closed again. This was the most action she’d had…well, in ever, but the men had seemingly unlocked secrets about her body even she didn’t have access to.


  Or maybe I’m just that horny and they’re just that hot.


  Or it could have been a mix of the two. At that moment, she really didn’t care about the whys, only that fortunately for her they were as good with their hands and cocks as they were at their jobs.


  She didn’t know how long she lay there between them, but Oscar finally took pity on her after coaxing a third orgasm out of her.


  “Okay, I think she’s had enough,” he said.


  “Good,” Yankee said, “because I’m starting to have trouble holding back.”


  Oscar sat up and grabbed her hips again. Now his thrusts were hard, pounding, fast, deep, and she was shocked when one last, small orgasm washed through her.


  “Ooh, baby likes that.”


  She could do no more than whimper in agreement.


  Yankee picked up the pace, too, and they soon settled into a rhythm that she had no control over. Yankee’s cock grew hot and hard and then he said, “You’re going to swallow like a good girl, aren’t you?”


  Even if she hadn’t been a swallower, the way he said it, the tone piercing right through her core, would have made her one. But then she was too busy swallowing, enjoying the way his entire body went rigid when his balls tightened and he shot his load of cum into her mouth.


  Oscar finished then, leaving his cock deep inside her as he knelt behind her, catching his breath.


  Now she was ready for sleep. They’d exhausted her in the good way, not just her body, but her mind and soul, too. She knew that tonight she’d sleep well, better than she had in a long, long time.


  The bed was a tight fit, but Oscar collapsed behind her and rolled to his side, spooning her against him, while Yankee turned to face her.


  “If you wake up in the process of being fucked,” Yankee teased, “don’t mind us. Unless you want to help.”


  She snickered. “You are men of your word. I’m wrecked.”


  Oscar kissed her shoulder, ending with a little nip that sent pleasant shivers through her. “When we promise to wreck you, we mean it.”


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  Reverend Hannibal Silo let his mind drift as his driver took him home to his modest, albeit high-walled and gated, home in Albuquerque. Back in college, Silo never would have imagined where life would take him. He’d always had aspirations to make a name for himself, become rich, but if someone had told him back then that he’d do it as a preacher, he would have laughed in their face.


  The best thing to ever happen to him was when Mary, a friend and someone he tutored, snubbed him. It led to him teaching her a lesson she’d never forget.


  The lesson that insured she married him, and remained firmly under his control from that day forward.


  Meaning he married into her family’s money.


  His business degree at the time had been a practical choice. But the first time he went to church with Mary and her family and witnessed the preacher’s effect on people as he gave a moving sermon, that was when Hannibal knew what his true calling was. He’d surreptitiously glanced around, wondering at the hidden pull the man in the pulpit had on the full sanctuary, well over two hundred people, at least.


  The fact that Silo had to keep his eyes from bugging out when he watched the overflowing offering plates being passed around didn’t hurt any, either.


  And that was just for that particular service. They held three on Sundays, two in the mornings and a third at night, plus a Wednesday evening sermon.


  Silo did quick calculations in his head and wondered if he was pursuing the wrong degree.


  Mary’s ultraconservative father was a successful banker. At first, he’d expressed his doubts when his new son-in-law started dabbling in religion by taking a seminary course from a local community college at nights and on the weekends.


  But when Hannibal Silo finally completed his seminary course two years later and started taking turns in the church pulpit, his father-in-law had changed his mind and fully encouraged Hannibal to follow his obviously true “calling.”


  Especially when the church’s tithes went up by fifteen percent every time Hannibal preached, and they had to add two more sermons per week to the schedule to accommodate the influx of new members, as well as members who wanted to attend Hannibal’s sermons.


  That lead to a full-time position at the church when the incumbent preacher retired two years later. The congregation explosively grew, the charismatic young preacher expanding their congregation with his message of love and acceptance of others, equality for women in the home, the workplace, and in the church, in addition to adhering to the teachings of the Bible. His inclusive flavor of the Holy Spirit drew people disenfranchised by more divisive and exclusive rhetoric espoused by other churches.


  He even created a program in conjunction with religious leaders of other faiths in Albuquerque to teach peace and tolerance.


  In return, he ended up pulling in even more parishioners who showed up out of curiosity and stayed because his message resonated with them.


  It didn’t take long for Hannibal’s congregation to outgrow the church. He opened a new one, in an old converted big-box store large enough to hold the thousands who wanted to attend every sermon he gave.


  After ten years, not only was he popular with his own church, he was asked to go on a speaking tour, write a book, and another…


  By the time Mary’s parents died in an influenza outbreak seventeen years after Hannibal married their daughter, he’d more than earned their love and respect.


  And in return for Mary becoming his wife, Hannibal had never shown her parents the two-hour video of their daughter acting like a whore, begging to be gang-banged at a frat house party after he’d paid a pharmacology student friend of his to spike her drink.


  It was her own fault, really. She never should have snubbed him.


  It was the first lesson he’d taught her. Her rightful place under him as his wife.


  He’d soon beaten the stuck-up attitude out of her ass with his belt. Every night, before she performed her wifely duties on him.


  Unlike many other famous religious men, he’d never been tempted to stray. Oh, sure, flirt a little, what harm in that? But he took great pleasure in making his wife submit to him every night.


  Took pleasure in the tears she always shed as an offering to him, her master.


  Just as the Bible said it should be.


  His wife’s latest day nurse, Elise, offered him a smile when he walked into the living room. “How was she today, Elise?”


  “Another quiet day, Reverend.”


  He gave her the benign, practiced smile. “Thank you, my dear. Have a lovely evening.”


  “And you, sir.”


  He waited until he heard her car start up and head down the driveway before letting the smile slip from his face. Walking down the hall, his cock was already beginning to grow hard. Sure enough, as he expected, there sat Mary on the end of her bed, waiting, dressed only in her housecoat.


  Tonight she started sniffling immediately as she turned, hiked her housecoat up over her hips to expose her bare ass, and bent over the bed.


  Without a word he unfastened his belt and pulled it from the loops before walking across the bedroom.


  “Since you didn’t keep me waiting tonight, I’ll return the favor.”


  He quickly administered her daily discipline, slicing strokes across her ass with the belt until both cheeks were red and glowing. Only when his cock was so hard he couldn’t stand it anymore did he unfasten his pants, withdraw his cock, and fuck her pussy like that.


  It didn’t take him long to come. It never did after he’d used the belt on her.


  When I recruit my new wives, one of the first things I’ll do will be to take great pleasure in indoctrinating them to proper discipline and wifely behavior.


  Hopefully, he wouldn’t have to resort to using the drugs he used on Mary to keep her docile. Then again, she’d been on them so long now that if he did discontinue them she’d probably die from withdrawals.


  When he stood, she turned and knelt in front of him, mouth open and ready.


  He even chuckled. “Good girl.” Once she’d cleaned his cock, he patted her on the head. “See? You can behave properly when you try. Clean up and get ready for when the night nurse comes to give you your dinner.”


  He didn’t bother fastening his slacks. He collected his belt and shut her bedroom door behind him before heading to his own room. He didn’t sleep with her. He didn’t want to.


  Didn’t need to. He had her there to use whenever he wanted her.


  He’d made sure to train that little fact of life into her early on, too.


  Tonight he wanted to settle his mind by going through the Church of the Rising Sunset Youth Corps files. He was slowly narrowing his selections in each region. Once all the strongholds were completed, and before too much strife had ripped the country apart, he wanted to make sure he had a new wife ensconced in each one.


  Having eighteen- and nineteen-year-old girls as wives meant he could train them up right. Discipline them the way he wanted. Instill the proper mindset in them, of their proper place, submissive to their husband.


  They wouldn’t be legally binding marriages, of course. There were still bigamy laws. But it wouldn’t take much to brainwash the right girls into thinking his word was not only law in their lives, it was as good as God’s word, the final word, on how they should live their lives.


  Not to mention he was finally ready to start spreading his seed. Mary wasn’t worthy of giving him children, one of the reasons he’d had her tubes tide long ago. That, and all the medications she took would likely create a deformed baby.


  And he didn’t want that. Having a “fragile” barren wife was enough of a sympathy hook for his parishioners.


  At least doing this had taken his mind off his irritation over the lack of progress in obtaining anyone from The List.


  Maybe the people Jerald had succeeded in rounding up for the Los Angeles project would bear fruit. It was possible. The pharmacy companies were working on a Kite vaccine, but they hadn’t undertaken their research until just a couple of months earlier, when it became obvious that if they didn’t, there wouldn’t be a population left to profit from. The governments trying to develop a vaccine were usually underfunded and hamstrung by committees and regulations, or were embroiled in administrative territorial pissing contests with other departments instead of cooperating.


  No, he couldn’t do what North Korea did and hold a gun to scientists’ heads to get a vaccine, but he could hold metaphorical guns to his contacts’ heads and have them try to put any scientists from The List into his reach.


  By the time the night nurse arrived to make dinner, he’d showered and changed and calmed his mind. When he returned to his study after dinner, he felt markedly better. He was far from being out of options. And right now, he and his operation were safe. The Church of the Rising Sunset was more profitable than ever.


  Apocalypses tended to loosen peoples’ grip on their money. Hard not to contemplate the hereafter when it was staring them right in the face on their TV every night.


  Even when he moved his headquarters to St. Louis, he would make sure their operation would continue, uninterrupted.


  Then again, maybe I should leave Mary in Albuquerque. A smile filled his face. She is rather fragile. Perhaps it would be better for her to remain here while I travel and check on the progress at my other strongholds.


  His smile slowly split his face, nearly painful.


  Wouldn’t be my fault if she contracted Kite while I was out of town.


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  The next morning, India felt absolutely wrecked.


  Well, at least they’re men of their word.


  Not that she was complaining. Hell, there was no farking way she’d ever complain about how she’d spent the night.


  She actually awoke before the two men, used to getting up well before dawn to start her day before the clinic filled with patients. It was the only time she had to herself, other than evenings. And by then she was usually too exhausted to do anything but eat, take a shower, and fall into bed to start it all over again the next morning.


  She made her way to the little closet in her room that housed her private toilet before gathering her stuff and walking out to the open-air shower room. Both “bedrooms” opened up on it, since it wasn’t accessible from the outside unless someone cl the concrete wall. The rare chilly morning they had didn’t bother her, because there was always more than enough hot water in their large roof-mounted solar tank to counteract the temps.


  This morning, however, was warm, already in the mid-seventies and easily climbing to the mid-nineties by lunchtime if the past few days were any indication.


  India stood under the water, enjoying the feel of her various aches and pains that weren’t the kind she was used to.


  It felt good to feel like this.


  Enjoy it while it lasts. They won’t be hanging around long, you know.


  She knew it couldn’t last long term, and wasn’t stupid enough to think one night would amount to anything more than that, unless the men hung around long enough to sneak in another session. Still, she’d enjoy the memories.


  And the pleasant aches, while they lasted.


  She started when she heard the door leading from her bedroom open. Peeking around the edge of the shower curtain, she saw it was Oscar…no, Yankee. He smiled and stepped inside the shower with her.


  Trying to get out of your morning fucking?” he teased. His cock stood hard and ready.


  She smiled. “Sorry. Didn’t want to wake you guys up.”


  He took the bar of soap from her hand and put it back on the holder, then backed her against the shower wall with a kiss she thought would suck the air right from her lungs. It scorched her soul, the passion and need.


  His fingers slipped between her legs, which seemed to magically part for him. “I think someone needs a good fucking this morning,” he rumbled against the base of her throat.


  He pressed one, then two fingers inside her cunt. The pleasant aches turned into sheer pleasure as he leaned in and took one of her nipples into his mouth, the other between the fingers of his free hand, and started finger-fucking her. His hand nailed her clit with every stroke, quickly sinking her into sweet pleasure.


  She had to wrap her arms around him to keep from losing her balance. Closing her eyes, she rested her head back against the wall and let him drive her body where he wanted it to go, her still-sensitive clit immediately responding to every stroke of his hand.


  When she came, her pussy clamped down on his fingers, her hips rocking in time with his strokes. She was riding her release when he suddenly stood up and fisted his cock, easily sliding it into her cunt.


  He reached around and grabbed her ass, fingers digging into her flesh. “Now me,” he said, clamping his lips onto hers.


  Nothing gentle about it, just hard, fast, really good fucking, the kind she could easily spend the rest of her life doing if he and his brother were hanging around long enough to do it.


  And at that angle, his body and cock were stroking her clit perfectly, sending her—


  Yes! She would have let out a yell of pleasure if he wasn’t already sucking the sound from her lungs. She was enjoying the waves of pleasure rushing through her core when she heard the door open again.


  Oscar’s head appeared around the shower curtain. “There you two are. Dammit, why are you starting without me?”


  There was barely room in the shower for the three of them, but Yankee didn’t stop fucking her, not until he was done and finished with a groan she felt through her whole body, his cock emptying his balls deep inside her cunt.


  “Jesus, you’re so fucking good,” Yankee whispered when he finally lifted his lips from hers.


  He turned, holding her against him as he withdrew his cock from her pussy. Almost immediately, from behind her Oscar swiped the head of his cock through her juices before sliding his rigid shaft deep inside her well-fucked cunt.


  “Oh, baby.” He put a hand in the middle of her shoulders and gently pressed forward so she was holding on to Yankee for support. Then he kicked it into overdrive, his fingers digging into her hips as he found his rhythm and started fucking her, hard and fast.


  “Sorry, baby, but I woke up with a raging hard-on,” he said. “Worse than normal. I knew I couldn’t get a damn thing done today until I did this…first…”


  And with that, he added his load of cum to the one his brother had already deposited inside her pussy. After a moment, he pulled her up against his chest, holding her. “Good morning, baby,” he murmured against her neck, nibbling his way across her shoulder.


  She giggled. “That was a hell of a wake-up.”


  “Well, if you hadn’t gone sneaking out of bed without us,” Oscar lightly scolded, “we would have done it there. You could have had another spit roast if you’d wanted it.”


  “You do realize I have patients to see today, right? I can’t spend all day being your fuck toy. Not that that doesn’t sound like a perfectly wonderful way to spend a day. If I had someone else here who could run the clinic for me, I’d be more than happy to take a day off and do it.”


  Yankee smiled and reached up, stroking her chin. “I love that we don’t have to hold back with you.”


  “Buddy, I’ve been on such a farking dry spell, I think you two would be calling uncle long before I ever got close to it.” They both laughed, but she suspected it wasn’t exactly because of what she’d said. “What’s so funny?”


  Oscar chuckled and kissed the side of her neck again. “One of our guys, his nickname is Uncle. He’s the oldest. So you might want a different safeword than that.”


  “Yeah,” Yankee said. “Him and Zed have been on a longer dry spell than us. They might just take you up on it before you clarify you didn’t mean you wanted them.”


  She reached behind her and hooked an arm around Oscar’s neck. “I’m perfectly happy with you two, for as long as you guys can hang around.” She suspected what their sudden silence meant. “Guys, it’s okay,” she gently said. “I know this isn’t forever.”


  “I’m sorry,” Oscar said. “We’re on a mission. It’s nothing personal.”


  “I know. Hey, believe me, I get it. Just promise me that when you guys get done kicking ass, taking names, and curing Kite, you’ll come back here to Colima and look me up for another wrecking session.”


  Yankee grinned and kissed her. “Baby, you can count on it.” He captured her other hand and brought it up to his lips, kissing it. “Absolutely.”


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  The men eventually let her finish her shower, although with their “help.”


  Which included Oscar getting her off one more time by hand.


  In the light filtering into the shower, the noticed the men’s tattoos. “What are those?”


  Yankee had one on his left shoulder blade, Oscar on his right. They looked like stylized tribal monkeys, the black tattoos about five inches across.


  “Tattoos,” Yankee said with a grin. “Haven’t you ever seen one before?”


  She lightly swatted him. “Duh. What do they signify?”


  “That’s our unit,” Oscar said. “The Drunk Monkeys. We all have one.”


  Yankee kissed her. “That’s the other way you can tell us apart,” he said.


  “Yeah, but only if you have your shirts off.”


  “Is that a bad thing?”


  “Did I say that? Just might not always be practical to rip your shirts off you.”


  Finally, they made it back inside her room. She pulled clean clothes on and went to the main storeroom where their kitchenette was to start the coffee brewing. After accomplishing that, she returned to her room. “You want breakfast?”


  “You cook here all the time?” Oscar asked.


  “Not all the time. It’s not fancy, but as you saw last night, it’s enough to keep me from starving when I don’t go out.”


  “Sure,” Yankee said.


  She heated up a couple of slabs of ham and scrambled them some eggs. As they all stood in the storeroom and ate, Yankee asked her a question.


  “What if there was someone here as your replacement?”


  “What?”


  “Just out of curiosity. If they put someone else here, and if we said hey, come with, would you?”


  She smiled. “You’re joking, right?”


  “Just hypothetically.”


  She thought about it, shrugging. “I don’t know. Maybe. I guess I could. But is your head guy really going to let that happen? I mean, yeah, Pandora, from what you all said, she didn’t have a choice except to stay with you guys. She likely would have been captured or killed if she went back to the States after what happened. But nobody knows about me.”


  She choked back an unexpected flood of emotions. “The only people who give a shit about me in the States are my parents, and that’s mostly because they want me to come back and slave to support their stupid asses. No thanks.”


  “So what are you going to do?” Oscar asked. “When your time is up?”


  “I don’t know. Might stay here. If they send a doctor and not another nurse, I’ll probably have to stay here. If a doctor leaves in four months, the town’s farked. I can’t do that to them.” She thought about that for a moment. “Does that make me a horrible daughter? That I’d stay here for a bunch of people I’m not related to, and not go home to my own parents?”


  Oscar pulled her into his arms. “No, babe. That makes you a good person for picking where you’d do the most good.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Papa stopped by early that morning before the clinic opened to check on them. He had Mac with him. He also had some of the men’s gear with them so they could at least change clothes.


  India didn’t know if getting laid had helped her calm down a little, but she was willing to be magnanimous, especially if it meant the men would hang around a little longer. “Look, I’ve got a commercial washer and dryer in the back,” she said. “If you guys need it, help yourselves.”


  Papa nodded. “Thanks. We’ll take you up on that tonight.” Hooking a thumb at Mac, he asked, “You think you can not kill him today?”


  “Yeah,” she grumbled. “Greater good, yadda yadda.”


  “What do you two think?” he asked Oscar and Yankee.


  The men shrugged. “We believe her,” Yankee said.


  “Okay, then. Gentlemen, I’ll be back at lunchtime.”


  “Hey, you don’t need him with that other guy today?” she asked.


  “Nope. They spent a chunk of the night comparing notes. And I have some things to do this morning. We can spare him. Like you said, I don’t want there to be a sudden, unexplained gap in coverage.”


  She turned on Mac. “Anything else you need to confess? I’d rather be pissed off at you all at once and get it over with.”


  He shook his head. “Like most of the others, I was fooled into going to North Korea. Once I was there, I was told that if I didn’t help, I’d be killed. I didn’t have a choice. I’m not proud of what we did, but I can’t change it.”


  Then Mama arrived and further discussion, despite her poor English skills, wasn’t practical.


  But India did have a couple of minutes to check her e-mail, which stunned her.


  CMI had responded to her.


  We do have a replacement doctor and nurse en route to the clinic, ETA less than two weeks, perhaps sooner…


  She skimmed through the rest of the message, her heart racing.


  Disappointment, excitement, joy and a little bit of grief all fought a steel-cage match inside her.


  Yankee was the one who found her. “What’s wrong,” he softly asked.


  She showed him the e-mail.


  He frowned. “So this is good, right? What you’ve been waiting for?”


  She shrugged. “Yeah, I guess.”


  “Don’t really want to leave here now, huh?”


  “Not that, I just…” She shrugged again.


  There didn’t seem to be a better response than that. Not one she could think of at that time, at least.


  “Hey, look at it this way. It means you have a chance to decide your next step, instead of it being decided for you.”


  She looked up at him and it hit her that sleeping with them might have been a mistake. With their little suggestion planted in her brain, no matter how unrealistic and improbable, now it was all she could think of.


  “Yeah, I guess.”


  


  * * * *


  


  After Mama left for lunch and siesta, Papa returned with Pandora to use the sat-link to communicate with their intelligence contact. India didn’t want to know all the details. She figured that what she didn’t know, she couldn’t accidentally reveal.


  Before Papa left, he extended an invitation. “I’d like you to come back to our place tonight to talk,” he said. “They’ll drive you and bring you back here after. We’ve left them a vehicle in back.”


  A little flurry of unexpected anxiety hit her again. “Will they spend the night again tonight?”


  When he smiled, she realized the commander wasn’t an idiot. “I think that would be a good idea, yes. As long as you don’t object to it. Or I can assign two others—”


  “Nope,” she said. “I’m good with them.”


  Later, after seeing their last patient, India opted to grab a quick shower before heading off with the three men in a beat-up diesel SUV she thought she’d seen for sale a week ago in front of one of the stores at the north end of town.


  They headed south and west, away from the town and toward the coast. She didn’t come out this way very often. But she did recognize the farm when they turned off the main road and headed back into denser country.


  “This is the Hernandez place,” she said.


  “I don’t know,” Yankee shrugged. “Papa arranged it.”


  “I mean, I know them. They have a place in town. They sell groceries and run a small restaurant. I eat there all the time.”


  “Oh, so you know them?”


  “Duh, that’s what I just said.”


  “Make sure we tell Papa that,” Oscar said. “Might make logistics easier for a while.”


  “Then turn around,” she said.


  “Yankee, who was driving, brought he truck to a stop. “What?”


  “Turn around. Go back to the house.”


  “Why?”


  “Because. Just do it.”


  The brothers conferred. “What do you think?” Yankee asked Oscar.


  “I don’t—”


  “Chrissake.” She reached for the door handle, but Oscar, who was sitting in back with her, reached across her and pulled the door closed again.


  “No!”


  “Then turn this farking thing around. I’m going to make sure they don’t get suspicious about you guys.”


  Yankee finally shrugged and turned around. “Where to?”


  “Just park in front of the house.”


  Once he turned them around and drove up to the house, she got out and walked up to the front door. Mary came out, Eduardo bolting past her to grab hold of India’s legs in a bear hug.


  After a moment of talking with Mary, India coaxed the little boy into letting go and returned to the vehicle.


  “What’d you tell her?” Oscar asked.


  “Basically the same thing we told Mama. You’re part of a group moving to another clinic elsewhere, and needed to stop here for a little while. That Kite messed up your travel plans and you didn’t want to end up in a hostile place by accident. Which is why you were keeping quiet about who you guys were, because you hadn’t talked to me yet when you first got here.”


  “She buy it?” Yankee asked.


  She smiled. “She did, yes. And why I didn’t think to add that little nugget to the story I told Mama yesterday, I don’t know. But I will. So from this point on, don’t worry. Just stay quiet and try not to draw undue attention to yourselves. But if anyone runs into you, they’ll think you belong here. For a while, at least. I just bought you guys some time and breathing room until you can get your next move planned.”


  When they reached the safe house, cleared their stick tests before coming inside, and she got the full round of introductions, she had to fight to keep her jaw from dropping. All of the Drunk Monkeys were gorgeous men, every last one of them. In nearly every flavor and color she could imagine wanting.


  Still…


  The twunks already had a special place in her heart. And she’d be lying if she tried to deny it.


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  Oscar had to hand it to India, she was brilliant. Now that they had an in with her, someone trusted and well-respected in the community, they’d be able to go about their business without worrying about attracting unwanted attention.


  They filled Papa in on what happened.


  “You know,” Papa said, “I could have saved myself a lot of stress if we’d met you first.” He extended a hand to her and they shook. “Thanks.”


  “No worries.” Oscar didn’t miss the glare she shot at Mac. “I want to help.”


  “You realize there’s a huge bounty on these men’s heads, right?” Papa asked. “All the people from The List?”


  “Yeah, but money won’t do anyone any good if the farking world’s gone to shit, will it? This morning in my e-mail, I saw alerts about more riots in Los Angeles, and a small one in New York. People are getting pissed off that there isn’t a vaccine yet, and that’s only going to lead to worse things.”


  Oscar didn’t miss the look Papa exchanged with Alpha. Apparently, that was the answer they’d hoped to hear.


  “We need to plan a trip to Mexico City,” Papa said. “We’re in the process of arranging a meeting to expose the leak in the command food chain. I’d like your opinion on our plans. Specifically, regional logistics.”


  “I can do that. Even better, I’ll go with you.”


  “No,” Yankee and Oscar both said.


  Papa gave them a look that clearly said shut up. “While I appreciate the offer, I just need your input. I’m not looking to put you in danger.”


  “Look, let me go with you,” India insisted. “I want to help.”


  Oscar wanted to nip that shit in the bud. “Like hell you will. We’ll go.”


  “You two don’t speak a word of Spanish,” she shot back. “You need someone with you who’s a native speaker. I’m as good as one.”


  “Omega speaks it,” Yankee said. Oscar was glad to see he and his brother were on the same page.


  She jammed her fists on her hips. “Really?” she asked.


  He didn’t understand her dubious look. “What?”


  “You don’t think he might draw just a tiny little bit of unwanted attention to this whole thing?”


  “What?” both men asked.


  “Oh, farking seriously?” She turned and pointed to Omega. “An eight-foot tall gorgeous hunky black dude running around Mexico City? No, that’s totally discreet and won’t draw a bit of attention to you guys,” she snarked.


  Omega smiled. “Thanks. I don’t get called hunky very often.”


  Pandora looked up at him. “I think you’re hunky.”


  “You never said it.”


  She shrugged. “Sorry. You’re all hunky, in your own ways.”


  “He’s not eight feet tall,” Yankee grumbled. “He’s like six five.”


  “He’s farking huge!” India countered. “Not saying that’s a bad thing. But there aren’t a lot of black guys like him in Mexico City, capisce? Even you two are going to stick out like a couple of sore thumbs.”


  She extended her tanned left arm and tapped it with her right hand. “I at least slightly resemble the general population around here. Enough so that I don’t draw attention to myself. And my accent sounds like I’m from Colima, so at least I’m able to pass as a native speaker. Like it or not, your best bet is if I go. There’s obviously too much riding on this for you two to be pulling the protective card right now.”


  “She’s got a point,” Papa said.


  Both brothers gaped. “Seriously?” Oscar asked. “You can’t be saying we’re going to let her go?”


  “I am,” Papa said. “Because she’s right. She’s been to Mexico City before and obviously never got herself murdered.”


  The brothers locked gazes before turning as one on their CO. “No offense intended,” Yankee said, “but that’s a stupid idea.”


  “Why?” Papa asked.


  His brother stared at their CO, then looked at him.


  Shit.


  Oscar already knew how this was going to end.


  Because no matter how much they hated the idea, she was right, and so was Papa.


  “Dammit,” Oscar muttered.


  Papa smiled. “Glad to see this won’t be a problem, gentlemen.”


  “We go with her,” Oscar said.


  “Maybe. First we need a plan.”


  “What about Foxtrot? Or Roscoe?” Yankee asked, the desperation in his voice obvious to Oscar’s ears. “Don’t they speak Spanish?” Foxtrot was currently dozing in one of the bedrooms before his watch later that night. Roscoe was currently outside on watch with Niner.


  Papa smiled, belying his words. “That’s a fairly racist thing to say, isn’t it?”


  Yankee blinked. “What?”


  “Just because they look Hispanic, or have Hispanic names, they must speak Spanish?”


  If it were any other situation, Oscar would enjoy sadistic pleasure at his twin’s sudden discomfort. “No! I didn’t mean it like that. Foxtrot speaks Vietnamese and French, right? Roscoe speaks Russian. I just thought—”


  “I know what you thought,” Papa said, obviously enjoying having backed Yankee into a corner. “You thought wrong. India’s right—she needs to go.” He focused on her. “How often do you go to Mexico City?”


  “An average of once a month for supplies and to receive shipments from CMI. Sometimes they ship them there, sometimes to Guadalajara. Depends where they can get the cheapest shipping rates at the time. I can’t say I have the streets memorized or anything, but I can get around there well enough.”


  “All right, then. That’s settled.”


  Yankee obviously didn’t consider it settled. Neither did Oscar, but he wasn’t stupid enough to argue with their CO.


  Yankee tried again. “But—”


  Papa pointed a finger at him, anger burning in his gaze. “Don’t,” he quietly said. “She’s volunteered. We’ve all volunteered, here. We have a job to do, orders to follow.”


  “A world to save,” India snarked.


  Oscar couldn’t stifle his snort. She had balls as well as brains.


  Papa pointed at her. “That. While I am sympathetic to you men’s feelings, I’m going to give you a version of the talk I gave to Doc and Tango. She’s part of the team now. She’s one of us. Would you hesitate to allow any of your brothers to go on a mission if he volunteered?”


  “Well, no, but—”


  “No buts,” Papa said. “Discussion closed.” He turned to India and extended his hand, shaking with her. “Glad to have you aboard, Clara.”


  She frowned. “Clara?”


  Papa smiled. “Clara Barton, founder of the Red Cross. Am I right?”


  India smiled. “Right.”


  “Then I can’t think of a better code name for you.”


  “I thought only members of the team got code names?”


  “Your point is?”


  She grinned. “Is that an invitation?”


  “What’s one more person? Besides, I’m not going to refuse another trained medical professional’s help with this.”


  “Please tell me I can give Mac his code name?”


  “Deal.”


  “Sin,” she said.


  Mac, who had disappeared into the makeshift lab with Q as soon as they arrived, wasn’t there to argue. “Sure,” Papa said. “But can I ask why?”


  “His last name is McInnis. Last three letters backward. Sin.”


  “Sounds good to me. I’ll break it to him later. Right now, he’s busy with Q.” He glanced at Oscar and Yankee. “Planning meeting tomorrow night then. The fact that we don’t have to worry about bugging out of Colima immediately, and we’ll have her help with this, means I need to contact Bubba and update him before we finalize any plans. Can I come back to the clinic and use your sat-link?”


  “Of course. I’ll loan you a spare set of keys so your guys can come use the laundry, too.”


  “Thank you.”


  After eating dinner, they left Mac at the house. Someone would bring him back early the next morning to work at the clinic. Papa followed them back to the clinic and India gave him a quick tour and instructions on the laundry equipment before handing him a small key ring.


  “Use the back door,” she said. “People won’t see you coming and going, and it leads right into the laundry room anyway.”


  “Okay. I’ll let myself out when I’m done so I don’t disturb you. Enjoy the rest of your night.”


  From his smile, Oscar knew damn well Papa understood what was going on between the three of them. The commander went into the exam room and closed the door, leaving them alone.


  India walked over to them. “I’m not afraid to do this, guys. I want to do this. I want to help. I want to make a difference. If me going helps Q and Mac get stuff they need to create a vaccine for Kite, that’s worth everything.”


  “It’s not that simple,” Oscar said. “We’ve got a damn mole to worry about. The whole point of the plan is to try to draw him or her out. I suspect it’s a him, because there aren’t many women in Arliss’ food chain that would have access to the info. It could get really dangerous.”


  She shrugged. “So? You heard the man, I am part of the team. CMI’s e-mail this morning said they’ve got a real doctor and a nurse on the way. I was due to get out of here in a couple of weeks anyway. Considering all the time I’ve put into running this damn clinic by myself, I don’t feel any guilt about going with you when you all leave.”


  Oscar felt the tight band around his heart snap. Relief set in. “You sure you don’t want to stay in Colima?”


  “Not if Papa’s letting me join your merry band of monkeys for good.”


  Yankee stepped close, sandwiching her between them. “You mean it?”


  “Damn right I mean it. Before you guys, I thought Colima would end up being my life. And I was happy enough for that to happen. But this, you… Now I have a chance to help save the world. To keep Kite from hopefully reaching Colima in the first place. You think I’m going to pass that up and let you two slip through my fingers, you’re nuts. And not in a good way.”


  Chapter Twenty


  


  India didn’t want to sit there and hash it out with them. She wanted to crawl into bed with the twunks again and make wild, passionate monkey sex.


  Literally.


  Well, in a figurative sort of way.


  She led them into her bedroom, locking the door behind them before turning and pressing her back against it. “You heard the man. We have a night to enjoy.”


  She reached down to the hem of her T-shirt and pulled it up and off over her head before tossing it onto the small desk next to the door.


  The men were, she was happy to see, quick studies. They crossed the room in two strides and engulfed her in their arms.


  “Things might get pretty dangerous,” Yankee told her. “Not just the trip to Mexico City. Whoever’s controlling the mole, once they realize the mole’s been compromised, they might opt to outright come after us.”


  She knew it was Yankee from the small, faint scar along his left jaw. “I don’t care.”


  “He’s right,” Oscar said. “I don’t think I could stand it if you got hurt.”


  She grabbed his chin and tipped his face down so she could look him in those gorgeous, blue eyes. “I. Don’t. Care. They’d have to find us, first. You think I want to sit idly by while you two trot out of my life, think again. I have a chance to make a big-picture kind of good difference in the world. I’m fine with whatever risks are out there. I can take care of myself. I’ve been doing a pretty decent job of it for a while now.”


  “You sure you don’t want to go back to the US?” Yankee asked.


  “Like it’s really going to be any safer there? I keep up with the news. Violence is on the upswing. Riots. Crime. You think I’d be able to find a job there that pays as good as I’m doing here, think again. My expenses were paid for me here. I banked nearly all that money. I have a nest egg that wouldn’t last me more than a few years back in the States, even with working full time.”


  She hooked a finger of her other hand in the neckline of Yankee’s T-shirt and drew him in close. “And I wouldn’t have you two. I’m no dummy. I keep in touch with friends from college. Most of them, they don’t have a guy at all. I’ve got not one, but two drool-worthy hunks all to myself. I thought I made it clear I’ve staked a claim on you two.”


  Oscar grabbed her hand, the one holding his chin, and kissed her palm. The sensation of his warm lips against her flesh blasted a flurry of desire through her body. “If you’re sure.”


  “Oh, I’m farking sure,” she said. “Never been more sure of anything in my life. What, I’m supposed to go back to St. Louis and move in with my parents and fight with them day and night about religion and let them leech off me? I don’t think so. I love them, but they’re on their own. Maybe that sounds cold, but they’re adults. They made their choices.”


  Yankee lifted her hand from his shirt and kissed that palm, too. The contact sent more flutters of need spiraling through her body. “We won’t share you with anyone, just to let you know.” He smiled. “In case you were thinking about getting greedy.”


  She laughed. “Oh, believe me, you two will be plenty enough for me to handle. No offense intended to the other guys, but I’m just not into them like that.” The other guys were hunks, sure.


  But Oscar and Yankee…


  Nom!


  They quickly wound up naked in her bed. She didn’t want slow and easy foreplay, either. That could come later. Right now, she wanted hard and hot loving from the two twunks.


  Oscar ended up underneath her, her pussy impaled on his ready cock. He smiled up at her. “I think I could get used to this on a regular basis.”


  “I’m not looking for you guys to pledge undying love to me right now, either,” she said. “I’m a big girl. I can take care of my heart. Just don’t ever lie to me, okay?”


  “Deal,” Oscar said.


  Yankee nibbled on her shoulder. “Deal,” he echoed.


  Relief washed through her. She had a new direction, a new focus.


  With her replacements on the way, she wouldn’t have to say good-bye to the men just because she didn’t have someone to take over for her at the clinic.


  It was perfect.


  For tonight she wanted to give her racing brain a rest and revel in the men’s sexy brand of stereo lovin’.


  She started rocking on Oscar’s cock while Yankee knelt behind her, holding her, one hand sliding down to her pussy.


  Oscar reached up and started playing with her nipples. “Yeah, just like that,” Oscar said, his tone already husky with desire.


  She could see spending any amount of time with these guys would be deadly to any kind of self-control she had in terms of her libido. Already, Yankee was in control of her body and driving her hard and fast toward her first release, only enhanced by the feel of Oscar’s ample cock embedded in her cunt.


  Yeesss…


  Maybe this was her karmic reward for working four years in Colima and having a sex life as dry as the high desert. Two men who knew exactly how and what to give her.


  She rocked harder, faster, the bed apparently sturdier than she ever gave it credit for. Before long, she was fucking Oscar as hard as she could in that position, impaling herself deep at the bottom of every stroke when Yankee got her over the first edge.


  Oscar let out a groan that matched hers. “Fuck, baby, I can feel that.” She didn’t stop, and neither did Yankee, matching her movements and teasing a long, rolling orgasm out of her sensitive clit.


  Finally, Oscar’s hands dropped to her hips as he started thrusting up into her. “I can’t hold it,” he said, and soon had his cock buried to the hilt inside her, groaning again as his balls emptied a load of cum into her pussy.


  Yankee gathered her back against him. “You are fucking gorgeous, you know that?” He captured her mouth in a bruising kiss that melted away the assorted aches and pains from the loving they’d given her the night before that tried to make their presence known now that her orgasm was fading.


  He pushed her down onto Oscar and lifted her hips so her ass was in the air. Oscar’s wilting cock pulled free of her, but Yankee quickly filled her hole with his cock, pausing after he slammed home inside her.


  Stroking up and down her spine and along the curves of her ass with his fingers, he took a deep breath. “Oh, fuck, you feel so good.”


  Oscar grabbed the back of her head with one hand and started kissing her. The other he snaked between their bodies and found her clit. She whimpered as he started playing with it, teasing it, skillfully working her up again.


  Then Yankee started moving. Slowly at first, he seemed to be holding back, waiting. All the while he stroked her back, tracing the contours of her spine.


  She did her best not to track his progress in proper medical terminology by mentally naming the vertebrae as he touched them.


  Dammit, I really was way overdue to be laid if I can think that right now.


  Before long, she was rocking back and forth between Oscar’s hand and Yankee’s cock, Oscar fucking her mouth with his tongue the way Yankee was fucking her with his cock.


  Okay, not exactly a spit roast but still damn good…


  The way her nipples rubbed against the light dusting of curly blond hair along Oscar’s chest added a delicious bit of friction to the mix. Then, finally, she felt a second orgasm wash over her.


  Yankee didn’t miss his cue. “There you go.” His hands slid to her waist and he started fucking her, harder, faster, trying to catch up until he, too, finally came inside her.


  Exhausted, she nestled herself between the men on the bed. “I think I’m done,” she said. “I need sleep.”


  The men chuckled. “We wear you out?” Oscar asked.


  She nodded, too wrung out to do anything else.


  He kissed her, and Yankee nuzzled his chin against the nape of her neck. “Then let’s go to sleep,” Yankee said. “We can always have fun in the morning in the shower again.”


  Chapter Twenty-One


  


  The next evening came the planning session. After grabbing a shower, the men drove India and Mac back to the safe house. They ate dinner before gathering around the table and the maps Papa had laid out there.


  “It’s about 450 miles to Mexico City,” India told them as she traced the route with her finger. “These roads are usually kept passable, but sometimes there are washouts and detours. When I went a couple of weeks ago, it was in pretty good condition. Normally, I can make it in less than ten hours.”


  “How’d you keep the clinic open when you go?”


  “I don’t,” she said. “Well, Mama stays behind and handles the minor stuff that she can. I’ve lucked out that there haven’t been any emergencies while I’ve been gone. When I’ve had a doctor to cover the clinic, I usually went, spent the night, and came back the next day. Lately I’ve been driving over with the padre, getting my stuff, and coming right back.”


  “Any chance of us going by air?” Papa asked.


  She laughed. “Are you serious?” Her smile faded as he simply stared at her, awaiting her answer. “Oh, you are serious. Look, there’s no functional airport around here. I just drive.”


  “Alone?” Yankee and Oscar echoed their disbelief.


  She glared at them. “I’ve done it alone before, yeah. But not usually. Like I said, the padre goes with me sometimes, or one of the policemen. Even when I do go alone, I never have any problems, thank you very much. I go armed. I’m not an idiot. Besides, the military is pretty good about patrolling the main roads. They have to keep them open between the larger cities for trucks to use, or stuff can’t get shipped. The cartels stay far away from them as a result. It’s the side roads and little pissant backwater donkey corrals you have to worry about. Places where the cartels can hide and operate without worrying about the military coming after them because it’s a pain in the ass for them.”


  Doc Karsonnes had insisted on teaching India how to shoot when he found out that she’d never even held a gun before. Fortunately for her, the local padre was also an excellent shot and helped her with her skills as well.


  CMI, it turned out, paid for their ammunition and weapons as part of the security expenses of running the clinic.


  India wasn’t sure if it was cute or annoying how the twunks arched their eyebrows at her. “You can shoot?” Oscar asked.


  “Duh. Why would you naturally assume that because I’m a girl that I can’t shoot? I thought we still had chicks in the US military, do we not?”


  Too late, she saw the men trying not to glance at Pandora.


  “Oh, no, you don’t,” the redhead said, waggling a finger at them. “Look, I was born raised in Chicago by parents who were born and raised in Chicago. I am a city girl. I was a network researcher and trying to break into being a reporter, I wasn’t a cop or something. I was never in the military. To me, hunting meant trying to find sale items at a store when you had a coupon for them. So don’t go looking at me like that. And frankly, I’m insulted. You all said I’m getting really good with guns. And I’m kicking serious ass with my fighting skills.”


  “She is,” Doc said. “I have the bruises to prove it. So does Tango.”


  India smiled. She suspected she would end up being friends with the other woman. “How’s your Spanish?” India asked her.


  “Not as good as yours, but I’ve been able to understand the majority of what I’ve heard and read.”


  “Perfect,” India said. “Maybe you should go with us, too.”


  Apparently this was news to Doc and Tango. The men straightened. “Now hold on,” Doc said. “Just a minute.”


  Papa frowned, ignoring the men’s apparent preparation to argue against Pandora going on the journey. “I didn’t know you spoke Spanish.”


  Pandora planted her hands on her hips. “You never asked me.”


  India snorted. “Seriously? You guys are the best of the best?”


  “They have their good points,” Pandora said, poking a finger into Tango’s chest. “When they’re not busy pissing me off.”


  “Well, I don’t speak Spanish,” Doc said. “If I’m supposed to stay behind and help Mac run the clinic while India’s gone, then we’re going to need her here with us.”


  Tango looked happy over that logic bomb. He and Doc were actually supposed to stay there more to protect Mac than to help run the clinic, but the fact that Doc was a doctor, and Tango was a medic, were bonuses and had relaxed India.


  Papa arched an eyebrow at the men, but eventually nodded. “That is a valid point, I’ll have to admit.”


  “Ha,” Tango crowed.


  “I’ll warn Mama about it,” India said. “I don’t want her aggravated at us for all these strangers invading her clinic and she goes grousing to others about it in town.”


  Their plans for Mexico City were still stalled because, on his end, Bubba was trying to figure out a way to identify the mole ahead of time without alerting anyone else to the monitoring. India gave them suggestions for several potential public meeting places in Mexico City that she was familiar with, locations that would give the Drunk Monkeys optimum tactical and strategic advantage over the mole and anyone he might have with him.


  Still, India could tell that dragging their feet was taking its toll on the men.


  When India, Yankee, and Oscar returned to the clinic a little before midnight, she felt the previous two nights of extracurricular activity taking their toll on her. “Would you guys mind if we just cuddle tonight? I really need the sleep.”


  Oscar kissed her, followed by Yankee. “Of course we can. I could use a solid myself,” Oscar said.


  “Me, too,” Yankee agreed.


  It was as good as sex, being able to peacefully drift to sleep sandwiched between the twunks.


  These kinds of moments, more than anything, she knew, would linger long in her thoughts and hopefully get her through any bad days ahead.


  


  


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  


  The next day, India felt nervous tension ratcheting tighter inside her gut as the day went on and plans to travel to Mexico City were being made. She suspected Mac, Doc, Tango, and Pandora would have no trouble keeping the clinic running in her absence.


  But they were her people. Despite India’s reassurances, Mama still warily eyed the gringos who had invaded their clinic and their lives.


  Just before siesta, the Drunk Monkeys, accompanied by Mac, had returned to their hideout to hopefully finalize their plans. They would return soon. Meanwhile, India was in the storeroom, doing a quick inventory of supplies in preparation for the trip, when she heard Mama call out to her.


  “¿Si, Mama?” she responded without turning.


  India heard a man’s familiar, warm, throaty voice. “Well, I hope you’re still properly hazing the newbies like I taught you.”


  She stood so fast she whacked her head on the shelf, letting out a string of epithets in Spanish as she rubbed at her skull.


  Turning, it felt like the answer to her prayers stood there in the doorway with a playful smile on his face.


  “Paul, you sonofabitch! Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?”


  Dr. Paul Karsonnes walked in and made her pull her hands away from her scalp so he could look at the bump there.


  “Eh, you didn’t break the skin. Lucky for you, you have a hard head.” He grinned.


  Then she hugged him. “Oh my god, you’re a sight for sore eyes.”


  “Yeah, well, I decided I missed this damn place and wanted another visit. And I have someone I want you to meet.” He turned and held his hand out toward the door. A petite woman with short blonde hair smiled at her and stepped inside, taking his hand. “India, this is my wife, Ellen.”


  “Wife? Congratulations!” India hugged her. “Do me a favor and beat him for not sending me a note about it, huh? Last I heard, you two had just moved in together a few months back.”


  The woman gave her a friendly smile. “Sorry, no offense, we sort of eloped last week. It wasn’t just you we left out.”


  “Last week?” Her hopes faded. “So you’re only here on your honeymoon, huh?”


  “Nope,” he said. “Permanent basis.”


  Now she was confused. “What?”


  “Let’s go sit and talk.”


  They sequestered themselves behind a closed door in the storeroom where the kitchenette and refrigerators were located. India didn’t miss that Ellen politely refused a belt of the infamous tequila and opted for a bottle of soda. Paul sipped his mug of cold liquor.


  “Believe it or not, I missed this shit, too.” He held up his mug. “It’s actually pretty damn good. Other tequila tastes like bathwater to me now.”


  India smirked. “Wow. It really did burn out your taste buds, didn’t it?”


  He shrugged. “So, you want the short version, or the long one?”


  From the serious expression that settled over his features, she already knew. “Might as well hit me with the long version.”


  He’d been working at a hospital in New York State, not far outside of New York City, since his return to the States. That was where he met Ellen, who was a nurse.


  “I never dropped off the CMI site,” he said. “I think they forgot I still had access to the clinic’s account because I’ve done other volunteer work for them stateside. I’ve been monitoring your status and keeping it in the back of my mind.”


  “Are you the replacement they e-mailed me about then?”


  “Yeah. I have a friend in regional who snagged me and Ellen the placement. It’s only been in the works for a couple of weeks. So who is the guy who showed up here?”


  “You read that, huh?”


  “Yeah. Caused a little confusion in headquarters until you posted the ‘oops’ message. What happened, really?”


  She wasn’t sure how much to tell him yet. “Crossed wires. He’s a doctor, but obviously not the doctor. I just found out the other day, and have been too busy to update anyone at CMI about it in detail.”


  “Ah.”


  “So why are you here, really?”


  He took another sip of his rotgut. “Because it’s starting to get bad out there. Worse than even what the news is reporting. It’s going to get worse yet. Much worse. Soon. We’d rather not be anywhere near a large metropolitan area when everything finally goes to hell.”


  Despite the heat of the day, India’s blood chilled again. “Bad how?”


  He looked downright grim. “I’ve got a friend in Manhattan. Works at Mercy Metro ER. The news is way behind the facts. They’re seeing two to three new cases a day there.”


  “Kite?”


  He nodded. “Domestic cases, not incoming from overseas via Port Authority entries, sea or air.”


  “But the CDC hasn’t been reporting that.”


  “I know. And they won’t until they’re forced to by the media. Right now, they’re…liquidating all victims as soon as they’re positively diagnosed.”


  Her eyes widened. “Liquidating?”


  “That’s their sanitized government-speak term for giving patients who’ve tested blue a lethal injection of po-clo, and then telling the distraught family they died of a heart attack or stroke or aneurism or whatever plausible explanation they can pass off on them. They monitor the rest of the family for a day, using some sort of bureaucratic bullshit like it’s a new health regulation or something, so sorry, and then if any of them test blue…” He didn’t finish.


  He didn’t have to.


  “Shit,” she whispered.


  “Yeah. It’s only a matter of time before that gets out in the press, then all hell will break loose. Well, worse than the problems they’ve already been having.”


  “How did Kite get there?”


  “They think a couple of people maybe got smuggled in on a ship. Maybe someone let them off onto a smaller boat just offshore or something. The first tracked cases were people who worked in a shipyard a little over three weeks ago who had contact with three different cargo freighters arriving from Africa. The freighters had already left by then. Cases have branched out from there. They’re aggressively following up on it, but they can’t keep a lid on it forever. It’s only a matter of time before they miss someone who sparks a mass infection on the island of Manhattan, or in one of the boroughs, and then all bets are off.”


  “Wow.”


  “It gets worse.”


  She stared. “Worse? How could it get worse?”


  He grimly nodded. “It looks like the recipe for Kite the drug has made it to someone. When we left, we were starting to see overdoses of it. No one knew what it was, at first. Until some military brainiac hooked up with the CDC and the WHO and realized it was the same shit China reported about early on, from the Group Zero batch of patients from North Korea.”


  He let out a heavy-sounding sigh. “Someone’s cooking it and selling it. And that’s only going to lead to more Kite virus infections, because it’s injected. You know damn well junkies aren’t going to be worried about whether they’ve got a clean needle or not if it means they can get their fix.”


  “I haven’t seen anything about that in the news, either.”


  “Because you won’t. Not yet. They’re saying it’s a heroin derivative. There’s a standing order from the military in all hospitals in the New York area to report them as heroin-beta ODs, not Kite the drug. They don’t want the public to know about it. They’re afraid people will panic and start killing needle junkies all over the place if they call it Kite.”


  India had to swallow back her bile. She had led a pleasant and sheltered existence here in Colima when compared to the things she was now learning, and the videos she’d seen on her laptop from other parts of the world. “And that’s why the fast wedding?”


  He nodded. “Ellen and I have been dating for over a year now. But we found out four weeks ago that she’s pregnant.”


  Ellen picked up the story. “I’ve always been fascinated by his stories about his time here. I asked him if there was any way we could get stationed here together. Apparently I didn’t renew my five-year soon enough. I thought I’d be safe for a couple of months yet and we hadn’t had the money to get a new one implanted.” She rested her hand on her stomach. “I don’t want to try to raise a baby in a city. Not right now. Not with Kite. I’ll take my chances here.”


  “I think they’re better here,” India added.


  Paul lifted his mug in a toast. “Amen. We decided to get married to make things a little easier in terms of emigration, sold everything and cashed out, applied for emergency work visas in Mexico—which were granted since we’re medical professionals—and here we are.”


  “But you don’t need work visas. You’re part of the charity. There’s an exemption.”


  “We’re applying for Mexican citizenship so we can stay here permanently.”


  “So you’re my official replacements?”


  “Eh, actually, I wanted to talk to you about that. CMI said that, under the circumstances, if you wanted to stay on here they wouldn’t have any objections. I asked them to let me handle that. They’re starting to get overwhelmed at corporate with everything going on with Kite. I know how you feel about St. Louis. I don’t know if you’ve stayed up to date about Reverend Silo and his church, but he’s actually even bigger than ever in the States now. You can’t hardly turn on the TV or radio without seeing paid advertisements for his network. I pulled a couple of strings to get CMI to add a second nursing position here at the clinic based on the population and increasing caseload. Plus, you’re an LNP. Ellen’s a damn good RN, but she doesn’t have all your skills.”


  It warmed India’s heart that her friend had thought about her like that. “How’d you manage that?”


  He shrugged. “I’ve made some contacts in the past couple of years. I stayed active with CMI in other ways, doing domestic clinics for them here and there, inner-city stuff.” He swirled the contents of his mug. “Now your turn. What’s really going on, and who was the other doctor?”


  What was going on was a lot more difficult to talk about than he would ever suspect. “This is going to sound crazy, but I need to invoke privilege.”


  He frowned. “What?”


  It was a running joke between them in the past that they were each other’s doctors, even if she was only a nurse. “Patient-doctor.”


  “Seriously?”


  She nodded.


  “Okay.” He looked at Ellen, who nodded.


  “You’re already aware there is government hanky-panky involving the truth about Kite, right?” India asked.


  “Yeah, I just told you that.”


  “Then let me tell you something else.” She spun the tale Q and Mac had related to her about Kite, what she’d learned from Oscar and Yankee and Pandora and the others, the whole thing.


  Leaving out the part about how she’d learned it, or from whom.


  By the time she finished the story short of Mac arriving at the clinic, Paul had returned to the fridge and poured himself another mugful of tequila, almost all the way to the brim. He took a couple of large swallows, not even grimacing as the cold liquid rolled down his throat.


  Both he and Ellen looked grim. As health professionals, they knew all the ethical and moral ramifications of what had happened, beyond the overwhelming humanitarian crisis it had created.


  “I suspect I know the answer to this next question,” he started, “but I’m going to ask it anyway. You mixed up with the people who provided you with this inside knowledge?”


  “You sure you want to know that?”


  She heard Mama say something out in the waiting room, then the door opened, Oscar following Yankee through. It looked like they were about to say something until they spotted Paul and Ellen sitting there.


  Paul straightened, his gaze traveling up and down the men before returning to India. “And there’s my answer, I suppose.”


  India nodded. “They’re the good guys.”


  “What’s going on?” Yankee asked.


  She stood and walked over to them, pushing the door closed behind them before standing between them. “Dr. Paul Karsonnes, meet Yankee and Oscar. This is Paul’s wife, Ellen. She’s a nurse. They’re here to take over the clinic.”


  “Take over?” Oscar asked.


  Paul stood and took another long belt from his mug before transferring it to his left hand. He held out his right, shaking with the men. “I think the two of you are the missing puzzle piece India left out of the story she just told us.”


  Before Oscar or Yankee could say anything, India added, “Paul has a story to tell you guys, too.”


  Paul repeated what he’d told India about New York. The twunks’ grim expressions mirrored Paul’s when he finished.


  Oscar ran a hand through his short blond hair. “Shit,” he muttered.


  “That makes things more difficult,” Yankee added.


  “I’m guessing,” Paul said, “that this Mac guy India mentioned is really one of the people from The List?”


  India nodded.


  “Okay then.” Paul took a last slug of tequila, draining his mug. “Wow, I missed this stuff. And believe me, I never thought I’d ever say that.” He set the empty mug on the counter. “So what do we have to do to provide support to make sure they can come up with a vaccine for this crap?”


  Oscar and Yankee exchanged a look. “You want to help us?” Yankee cautiously asked.


  “Sounds like from what India just told me that you guys need all the help you can get. I don’t know what I can do from Colima, but I do have contacts here and there in the medical world. I might be able to finagle supplies or equipment for you.”


  “We need to talk to Papa first,” Oscar said.


  “I don’t need to know more than you need to tell me,” Paul said. “But I do know the world is utterly fucked, sooner or later, if someone doesn’t come up with a vaccine. If you guys are the best shot, you’ve got our help, if you want and need it.”


  Ellen nodded from where she stood next to him.


  “Okay,” Yankee said. “We’ll get back to you.”


  “We’ve already got a place to stay close by,” Paul said. “We arrived this morning and unpacked some things. If you all can help me unpack the rest of my presents for the clinic, I’d be grateful.”


  “Presents?” India asked.


  He smiled. “I come bearing gifts.”


  Yankee and Oscar helped them unload the large trailer they’d towed behind a van all the way from New York. It contained cases and cases of supplies, equipment, medicine, and—


  “An ultrasound machine!” India exclaimed, clapping her hands in joy.


  Paul grinned. “Yep. Thought you’d get a kick out of that. Picked it up cheap from a friend of mine closing down his private practice in New Jersey and heading to greener pastures in Canada.”


  “Canada?”


  “Yeah. He and his wife bought a little homestead up there and bugged out. Literally. Sold everything here, bought what they’d need to survive on their own, and took their two sons up there.”


  “Can’t blame them,” India mumbled.


  Staying out of the States was starting to sound like a dandy idea. Even more than when she was thinking about it before.


  Except now…


  Now Yankee and Oscar had somehow worked themselves under her skin in a way she’d never anticipated. She’d thought she was just scratching a deep itch with them.


  Now, they were the itch.


  The thought of them walking out of her life wasn’t one she wanted to contemplate.


  And hell, I’ve got a code name now.


  With Paul and Ellen relocating to Colima for good, India didn’t have a reason to stay. Not a good one, at least.


  She could make up all the chickenshit excuses she wanted, but the truth was, the town didn’t need her, and Paul knew the people.


  “What’s got your brow all furrowed,” Yankee asked her.


  Shaking off her mood, she smiled. “Nothing. I’m okay. Just a lot of stuff to digest.”


  “When we’re done here, the three of us need to go talk to Papa,” Yankee said.


  “Okay.”


  “Before you do that,” Paul said, “considering the circumstances, there’s something else you need to know.”


  “What?”


  “I was contacted by someone claiming to be a representative from the Church of the Rising Sunset a couple of months ago. Not just me, a lot of people. They were trolling a professional forum for doctors in the Tri-State area.”


  Both Yankee and Oscar perked up. “What did they want?”


  “Offering highly paid positions at a new research facility in Los Angeles. They wanted doctors experienced in working with Kite patients. Especially anyone with a research background or experience in virology or immunology.”


  “Doing what?” India asked.


  “They didn’t say. The implication, from the way the ad was worded, was they were going to be performing Kite research. At least that’s the way I took it.”


  Alarm bells went off in India’s mind. “Am I the only one who finds that suspicious?”


  “Well, I’ll admit I looked into it, just out of curiosity,” he said. “Apparently they do fund some charitable organizations, including immunization clinics. Maybe they’re genuinely jumping on the same bandwagon as everyone else, trying to help find a vaccine. But the funny thing was, when I asked for more information, they sent me a long questionnaire that, frankly, kind of creeped me out a little.”


  “Do you honestly think that snake oil salesman is really just looking to help?”


  “Personally? No. I get the same slimy feeling from him that you do. While my parents were alive, their pastor never begged them for money. In fact, he ran classes at his church on money management for seniors, which involved completely nonreligious expenditures.”


  A little vindication filled her. She and Paul had always seen eye-to-eye on religious topics, getting along with the local padre more as a practical way to help the locals, not because either of them felt any affiliation to the flavor of Jesus he was preaching.


  But to have someone she considered an esteemed colleague so blatantly echoing her thoughts after not seeing each other for several years felt good.


  Damn good.


  “I don’t like,” Paul continued, “that Reverend Silo is using everything that happened to capitalize on rising anxieties to increase donations and church memberships. I don’t like him bringing Revelations into the mix when there are genuine problems plaguing the world. I also don’t like the rumors I’m hearing from friends of mine in the cities where he’s building those new strongholds.”


  “What rumors?”


  “That they’re also looking for doctors, nurses, and other medical professionals who ‘feel the Holy Spirit’ working in them to move to those locations and join their church. Since when have you ever seen another church actively recruit like that?”


  “Never,” she said. She was far behind on her reading. She was also a member of several nursing forums, but being the only one in their clinic had cut into her free time. If she wasn’t working, she was usually sleeping. Other than her e-mail and medical updates, she didn’t have time to socialize online.


  “Exactly,” Paul said. “And every conversation you and I ever had about him came rolling back through my head, ringing alarm bells.”


  “Doesn’t he have a big presence in New York?”


  “New Jersey,” he said. “And yes, but it’s not where he’s building one of his strongholds. He’s building one up in Vermont.”


  “Away from the big cities.”


  “That’d be my guess. But close enough to other cities in that region to keep a foot in the door when shit gets really, really bad.”


  Oscar and Yankee exchanged a glance. “On second thought,” Oscar said, “you all stay here. We’ll get Papa and bring him back here. I think that might be faster.”


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  


  Oscar and Yankee returned an hour later with Papa.


  “Sorry about the interruption,” India said. She made the introductions. Papa wore an understandably wary look.


  After Paul once again repeated everything for him, Papa’s posture relaxed, but his expression grew even more grim. “That’s a lot to take in and may complicate our situation even more.”


  “No kidding,” India said.


  “But this makes some logistics easier,” Papa said. “It means we don’t have to leave Doc, Tango, and Pandora behind. One more Spanish-speaking set of eyes on the mission will help a lot.”


  India, Paul, and Ellen, with Mama’s help, had nearly finished organizing all the new supplies in the main storeroom. With their current rate of use, what they had now, in addition to regular supply shipments from CMI, could easily keep the clinic going for a couple of years.


  Although if things got bad really fast, India suspected the regular shipments might not be so regular at some point, if they didn’t stop altogether.


  Paul realized that, too. “Oh, by the way, I’ve got two friends driving down who are about a day behind us. They’re bringing a huge box truck full of stuff for the clinic. Including another fridge and several cases of vaccines and meds on dry ice.” He smiled. “We’ll have to figure out where to put everything.”


  India stared at him, incredulous. “You’re kidding me!” Today was like every Christmas in her life all rolled into one jumbolicious package of win.


  “Nope. A couple of brothers who are NYPD officers have decided to leave the city. They’re trying to figure out where to move that’s going to be safe long term. I offered to pay their way down here so they could scope it out for themselves. They’re obviously armed, so they can take care of themselves. They flew into Dallas to pick up the rental truck and supplies from CMI. If they like what they see here, they’ll probably be moving their families down here. They’re interested in homesteading. I figure they can help provide security for the town, too. Help the padre when he has to make runs out into the countryside.”


  Crime wasn’t a huge problem in the immediate area since there weren’t any drug cartels there, but India always kept herself armed when leaving the security of the town.


  “Wait a minute. Is this going to be a problem?” Papa asked. “The last thing we need are cops who decide they want to make some money off turning in two guys from The List.”


  “No,” Paul said. They’ve already sold out and move their families out of the city. They’ve been staying at a dorm at their precinct during their work shifts and commuting off the island for their time off. They’re just looking for the right place to move their families for safety. Even better? They both speak fluent Spanish. I bet they’d be willing to help with your little recon mission.”


  Papa finally turned to India. “Well?”


  “Well what?”


  Papa nodded toward Paul. “Do you trust him?”


  “I trust Paul with my life. No way in hell he’d lie about this. Why?”


  “I wanted your opinion.”


  “My opinion is we need him on our side. He’s one of the few people I’d put my full trust in.”


  “Then that’s good enough for me.”


  “So what now?”


  “I guess we wait for his friends to show up and go from there. I need another confab with Bubba.” He looked at Paul. “Don’t suppose you could give me those men’s full names and particulars, huh?”


  Paul smiled. “I already have them. I needed it when I made their plane reservations for them.”


  A few minutes later, the information exchange had been made and Papa borrowed the now-spare bedroom to use for his sat-link session.


  India kept her fingers crossed as Paul was showing off the new ultrasound machine to her.


  Figures. We finally get a new one and I won’t get a chance to use it.


  Wait, bigger picture here.


  Nearly an hour later, Papa emerged from the bedroom. “Well?” she asked.


  He nodded. “Bubba said they check out. Families were recently relocated, both men close to the retirement mark. It would seem this day keeps getting better and better.” He stuck out a hand to Paul. “Just to be safe, you understand, I’m going to talk to your friends myself before I decide how much to tell them or whether to ask for their help.”


  Paul shook with him. “Of course.”


  


  * * * *


  


  It seemed they were locked into a hurry-up-and-wait cycle. Papa had left Yankee and Oscar at the clinic, and gave all three of them orders not to reveal the safe house location to Paul and Ellen yet.


  India wanted to remind Papa that fact was like the world’s worst-kept secret at that point, at least among the townspeople, but didn’t argue the issue. So far, it looked like she’d worked her way onto the commander’s good side and didn’t really want to fark that up.


  She hoped he’d remember what a help she’d been when it came time to discuss her moving on with the group when they finally left Colima.


  That night, Paul and Ellen treated the three of them to dinner at their new house, just two blocks from the clinic. “I wondered who bought this,” India said. “I noticed last week the sign was gone.”


  He grinned. “I asked Gomez not to tell you, that we wanted it to be a surprise when we arrived.”


  “Congratulations.” India had brought a couple of bottles of the tequila with them from the clinic to have with dinner.


  “I’m glad I’m pregnant,” Ellen said. “I heard all about that rotgut.” She smiled. “Robert and John are also bringing a load of baby supplies with them that we picked up in Dallas. If we have stuff we don’t end up using, we can gift it to people in town who need them.”


  India wouldn’t deny the little pang that struck her right in the middle of her heart. She’d vaguely thought that, maybe, one day, she’d have a baby. That had required having a relationship, though. Which she hadn’t had until recently.


  Then again, technically I don’t have one now.


  She didn’t know where the future would lead, or if it would include Yankee and Oscar.


  Right now, all she wanted to do was put one foot in front of the other and keep moving forward.


  “You look pensive, Nurse Indy,” Paul teased.


  She shrugged, trying not to glance at her men. That was another thing about her relationship with Paul. He’d been like a big brother, one she’d never had. Both with the teasing, the mentorship…and being able to read when she was in a funk. “Just trying to wrap my head around everything is all.”


  “So we really might lose you to a traveling roadshow, huh?”


  “Looks like there’s a good chance of it.” Now she did glance at Yankee and Oscar and realized they were intently focused on her. “I have a couple of good reasons to take this act on the road.” She paused a beat and grinned. “And then there’s these two guys.”


  “Ooooh, buuurrrrn. Point to the nurse,” Paul said. “You guys will have to stay on your toes with her. I’ll warn you now, she won’t let you get away with slacking on anything.”


  “That’s a late memo,” Oscar said with a playful smile, “but thanks anyway.”


  


  * * * *


  


  John and Robert Juarez arrived the next morning, just after eight o’clock. Oscar drove back to the safe house to get Papa since they’d kept Mac there and working with Q, now that Paul had returned to man the clinic.


  India, Oscar, Yankee, Papa, Paul, and the newcomers locked themselves in the spare bedroom at the clinic to talk.


  They deferred the floor to Papa, who started with a rather pragmatic question.


  “If you had a chance to participate in making sure a Kite vaccine is found, even if it meant giving up a potential financial windfall, would you do it?”


  The men, whose lined faces spoke to their years of hard service in law enforcement, shared a glance. “What is this about?” John asked. He was older by two years, but the brothers looked enough alike they could have been mistaken for twins. Prematurely aged by their jobs, they were only forty-four and forty-six, but grey had taken over their brown hair.


  “Just answer the question,” Papa said.


  “No, you answer something for me,” John shot back. “You ever have to stand by and watch some government fucker execute a child with a shot and call it a ‘liquidation’ after the asshole told her parents it was an antibiotic? Have to stand there and hold back a mother and father when you know they’re probably going to be getting the shots next?”


  He jabbed a finger at Papa. “Fuck you. We’re moving our families out of the US to try to keep them safe. Shit’s already bad. People just don’t know how bad yet. We had to help hold down three journalists last week while they got po-clo shots. They were trying to break the story and the military brought them in. Threw them in a holding cell while they brought over some fuckin’ military medic to do it. Guess they didn’t feel like getting their hands dirty holding them down themselves, so we got ordered to do it. Some cowardly bullshit about civilian authority versus military. The reporters were young, right outta college. Practically kids, about the same age as my oldest. A girl and two boys. They pissed themselves as they got the shots, they were so scared. Begging us to help them.”


  John sat back and crossed his arms over his chest. “You might be military, but fuck you, buddy. We’ve seen our share of combat, and I guarantee you it’s uglier than anything you’ve ever seen.”


  India felt sick to her stomach.


  She thought maybe Papa would get angry, but instead he just nodded. Then he extended a hand to the man, who finally shook with him.


  And then Papa told them the whole story, leaving out the whereabouts of Q and Sin. Including that he was trying to figure out the best way to bait the as of yet unidentified mole into coming to Mexico City.


  The two cops were both staring at the floor by the time Papa finished with his story. Robert looked up first. “You have a short list of suspects, right?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Okay then. This is what you do. Have your inside guy monitor the personnel rosters for those people. Flat-out bait the guy to Mexico City by offering a limited-time-offer kind of meeting. The first one who takes sudden leave, there’s your guy. Watch the flight lists. You’ll get confirmation that way. And you’ll know who you’re looking for.”


  Paul let out a chuckle. “Guess you military guys aren’t used to sting operations,” he said.


  “We’re used to being given intel, given an objective, and making it happen at any cost.”


  John contributed his two cents. “Get a pic of you. Have one of your guys take it like from a distance, with no landmarks in the background. Like it’s surveillance. Scrub all metadata from it, then send it as proof.”


  Robert looked at his brother. “Yeah. We can set up a meeting in a busy plaza or something, figure out what he knows. We’ll have all the info we need that we can feed him so it looks like we know what we’re talking about—”


  “And we tell him we’re looking for a piece of the action,” John continued. “And that we want to be put in touch with whoever his handler is.”


  “Right,” Robert said. Then he looked at Papa. “The guy won’t know who we are from Adam. He’ll have no clue, except he’ll know we’re some unknown players. That’ll fit in with what you’ve been doing so far, right?”


  “And then we can follow him back to his hotel and go through his shit,” John added. “Take him out once he’s given up his handlers. Might be able to confirm if your general is clean or not, too.”


  “Does this mean you two want to help us?” India asked.


  The men looked at each other and smiled. “I guess it does,” John said. We were planning on being here for a few days anyway. Let’s make this happen.” He stuck out his hand again to Papa, a genuine smile on his face. “One last case, and we won’t need to do any fucking paperwork on it or worry about Miranda rights.”


  Papa shook with him. “Genius. Welcome aboard, gents. We greatly appreciate it.”


  Robert’s expression turned serious. “Just promise us, your guys figure out that vaccine, you express ship a bunch of it here to the town for Paul and Ellen, and us and our families. And others, obviously,” he added. A sick look crossed his features. “I’ve seen what that shit does to people. I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy, and I damn sure don’t want my family getting it.”


  “Deal.” He turned to Yankee and Oscar. “Well, Doc and Tango will be pissed off to find out that they and Pandora are back into play.”


  “Guess they’ll just have to suck it up,” Yankee said. “No favorites.”


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  


  Papa left for a little while and then returned, apparently with a digital picture file. He took over the bedroom again and emerged less than an hour later, wearing a smile.


  “All set?” India asked.


  “Yep. Bubba is working on it, and will make the final meeting arrangement for us.”


  “Shouldn’t you make it?”


  “He’s pretending to be me. Who will actually be John or Robert when it comes time for the meeting. I sent Bubba the digital file to verify the metadata was scrubbed from it. He’s going to bounce the IP address around so the messages can’t be traced.”


  “How do we know we aren’t walking into a trap?”


  “Because we’re going to give our friend a very limited window of opportunity. If he, or she, is trying to stay concealed in the food chain, they’ll do exactly what John and Robert said and take off on their own to make this meeting. Bubba’s going to pick a public place for the meeting, based on the intel you gave us, and we’ll be there ahead of time to keep an eye out for anyone who looks like they’re setting up surveillance of their own. If we don’t like it, we don’t do it. The mole won’t know what our guys look like. Bubba’s going to get a burner cell number from the mole for us to call, and then we’ll pick up a burner locally in Mexico City to use to confirm the meeting.”


  Before the clinic closed for the day, Papa had a response from Bubba, as well as a confirmed meeting time. The day after tomorrow, at ten in the morning, at the northeast corner of the Zócalo, the old main square of the city. Their contact would have ten minutes to appear, or the meeting would be cancelled. To add extra incentive, they told the mole that if they didn’t show, their next contact would be to the Chinese government, asking how much they’d pay for the information.


  “How familiar are you with the layout there?” Papa asked her.


  “I’ve been there a few times. They use it as a marketplace now, after the big earthquake in 2112 completely destroyed most of the buildings around it. They didn’t rebuild there. The government couldn’t afford to. So they moved everything to a different part of town. It’s a maze if it’s a busy market day.”


  “And when we’ll be there?”


  She did a quick calculation. “I think that’s a market day.”


  “Even better.”


  “So do you know who you’re meeting with?”


  “I should by tomorrow morning. I’ll check before we leave. Be ready to move out by seven.”


  Oscar cleared his throat. “Um, we have John and Robert. We don’t need her to go with us now, do we?”


  “Clara is a member of the team. Suck it up, buttercup. We need her expertise and knowledge of the area.” He clapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, Tango and Doc aren’t happy about it, either. Hey, you guys should quit bitching. Look on the bright side. Clara gets to stay with us, if she wants to, when we finally move on.”


  She couldn’t help the thrilled way her pulse raced at that proclamation. “And when will that be?” she asked.


  “Probably as soon as we return from Mexico City. It seems unlikely anyone will be able to trace us to Colima at this point, but I’d rather get moving and find a larger city to hide out in. And Bubba’s working on our next lead.”


  That was all he’d say before he left.


  Once the clinic closed for the day, and with John and Robert bunking at Ellen and Paul’s house, India and her guys had the clinic to themselves.


  I guess I should enjoy it while I can.


  When the bittersweet thought that if things went badly she might never see the clinic again once they all left Colima for good tried to work its way in, she shoved it back.


  One step at a time.


  She’d obviously have to keep reminding herself of that point.


  The men helped her cook them a simple dinner of ham steaks and vegetables. With their plans settled and in motion, India felt the men had relaxed a little, even if they weren’t happy about her going with them.


  “Shouldn’t you guys be wound up even more now?” she asked.


  “Nope,” Oscar said. “We know what our mission is. Waiting is the hardest. We’re meant to be used.”


  “Machines,” Yankee added, “break down and rust if they are left sitting idle for too long.”


  “You two have kept me pretty well-lubed the past few days,” she teased.


  The brothers groaned. “Puns like that could earn you a spanking if you’re not careful,” Yankee playfully warned.


  “I don’t know about a spanking, but I’m definitely in the mood for a post-dinner fucking,” she said.


  It was as if a pall suddenly settled over the men. “What?” she asked.


  Oscar gently took her hand. “Make sure you go armed tomorrow, okay? Bring your gun.”


  “Oh, believe me, I will. What’s up with you two? Why the long faces all of a sudden?”


  Yankee captured her other hand and kissed it. “We don’t want anything bad to happen to you. We need you to follow any of our directions or Papa’s orders without question tomorrow. Okay?”


  “Yeah, I’m not an idiot. I get it.”


  “Just wanted to make sure,” Oscar said. He pulled her into his lap. “And you sure you want to stay with us? Depending on what happens tomorrow, you might feel differently.”


  She glanced at Yankee before returning her focus to Oscar. “Look, you heard what they told us. What’s going on in parts of the world. And what’s now happening in New York City, supposedly one of the most civilized places on earth. You think it’s going to be better anywhere else, think again. I think my best chances are with you guys.”


  She tapped Oscar on the chest. “Besides, it’d suck being stuck back here wondering if you two were okay or not. I’m already used to living lean and light. You’re not trying to get rid of me, are you?” Her heart pounded in her chest. “If that’s the case, then say so now.”


  “No,” both men said together.


  “That’s not what we want,” Oscar said.


  “As long as you’re sure you want to stay with us,” Yankee said.


  “I’m sure. Don’t try to back out on me.” She draped her arms around Oscar’s neck. “You think you two can wiggle out of my life by using a wimpy ole pandemic as an excuse, think again, chumps.”


  Oscar kissed her. She didn’t want to read anything into it, but the way his hands traveled up her back, it felt like maybe he wanted to hold on to her, too, and not just for the night.


  Yankee cleared his throat. “Let’s get dinner cleaned up,” he said. “Then we can get to dessert.”


  A few minutes later, they were naked and in bed together, on their sides with her back to Oscar and facing Yankee. Yankee laced fingers with her and leaned in for a kiss so sweet and fiery at the same time that it made her toes curl.


  Behind her, Oscar nibbled his way up and down her shoulders, around the nape of her neck, feathering his lips across her flesh and taking away her ability to put together coherent thoughts. She felt his rigid cock nestled along the seam of her ass, his hips slowly flexing against her.


  Yankee reached down and lined up his hard cock with the entrance to her pussy, gently sliding home with a contented sigh. “Slow and easy tonight, sweetie,” he said. “Then we get a good night’s sleep. We have to get up early tomorrow, and it’s going to be a long day.”


  Then he kissed her again. She wondered if they were more concerned about what would happen at the meeting than they were letting on. It almost felt like they were trying to savor this moment, too, and she didn’t want to let maudlin emotions get in the way.


  Not tonight.


  Tonight she wanted to absorb every sound, every taste, every scent, store it away in her memories to pull out later when she needed a good one to lift her spirits.


  Yankee gently thrust, filling her, and at this angle perfectly hitting her clit with every thrust. As Oscar continued nibbling on her neck and stroked her body, Yankee slowly fucked her.


  They weren’t one-dimensional men at all. This, if nothing else, told her that. They were focused on their jobs, sure, but she longed to find out more about them, spend time with them…


  Make it through to the other side of this mess with Kite to see the kinds of books they liked to read, the kinds of movies they liked. What they looked like with their hair grown out.


  Maybe even how they’d be with kids, if they were lucky enough to get to that point.


  Stop it.


  She felt herself drifting into dangerous emotional territory again. She wanted this moment to be about the sexy now, not the scary what-if future.


  Oscar’s hand settled over one of her breasts, cupping it in his palm. “Let go to us, baby,” he whispered against her flesh.


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  


  Oscar couldn’t help it. He knew damn well he’d tipped over the edge into love, and there wasn’t a farking thing he could do about it. As much as the thought of India going with them and being in harm’s way petrified him, he also knew she had to go with them for the sake of his sanity. He’d felt such immense relief at her determination to not be left behind when they departed Colima that he’d nearly burst into tears not caused by physical agony for the first time he could ever remember in his adult life.


  He also knew he couldn’t admit his feelings to her. Not yet, at least. Not without risking her not feeling the same about them. She’d made it clear early on she didn’t want to go there yet in terms of talking about feelings, and they were okay honoring that.


  Maybe she’ll figure it out through osmosis.


  He also figured he owned Doc and Tango an apology. Even though he’d never said it out loud, he’d envied the two men their relationship with Pandora. He knew the three weren’t throwing it in everyone’s faces, but there’d been no other good option. And why shouldn’t they take advantage of whatever time they could to be together?


  The flip side of that, what he hadn’t completely realized before now, even after what they’d been through with Pandora being kidnapped in Australia, was the ever-present level of panic that lurked just below the surface in his mind. The vigilance he knew Doc and Tango likely felt about Pandora, because he damn sure felt it about India now.


  Clara. I’ll have to get used to calling her that.


  She’d always be India to him in his heart and mind, though.


  Feisty, smart, and a quick-thinker. That was in addition to her beautiful body. Looking at it logically, she would be an excellent addition to the team. She had medical experience that would likely help them with their mission. Also, she was totally flying under everyone else’s radar. No one knew she was with them. She could make contacts and gather information for them in ways they might not be able to risk.


  She would be another precision instrument added to their group’s tool bag of skills.


  It looked like for the immediate future their mission would require more of those fine-tuned skills to bring about success, and not just being the hammer he and his teammates were used to pounding into things.


  We survive this, I want to come back to Colima and raise our kids here, together.


  It was in that moment he understood how, if they made it, the rest of their lives should play out. Him and Vance and India, together. She could work in the clinic, while he and Vance ran a small homestead locally. Grow vegetables and raise chickens and shit. Learn how to make a slightly better quality of rotgut, maybe.


  Life could be quiet. Peaceful.


  Maybe, if he was lucky, he’d never have to kill again.


  


  * * * *


  


  Yankee held back, hoping to get India over like this, with nothing but his cock slowly gliding in and out of her sweetly hot pussy.


  She was a perfect fit for them, body, mind, and spirit.


  I hope we can earn her heart, too.


  From the way Lance looked at her, talked about her, followed her with his eyes, he knew his brother was as in love with her as he was.


  They didn’t need to talk about it with each other. It just was.


  And it was perfect.


  No, he wasn’t happy she was going with them to Mexico City, but he admired her spirit, her courage. Admired that she was willing to jump headfirst into their group and help them do this damn thing, to save the world.


  Which is what it boiled down to.


  No pressure.


  Only the fate of the human race resting with them.


  Q and Sin were working on yet another mutation of the virus signature one of the team had uploaded to the server. Apparently that was a good thing, that it was mutating, because it meant they had a chance of figuring out the virus’ base, of seeing the similarities so they could work out the vaccine.


  And it meant that the virus might naturally mutate to a less deadly version if it stayed on the projected track.


  He could only hope. Figuring out the medical aspects of what they were doing wasn’t his job. He was munitions and demolition. Something needed blowing up? That was his job. And Lance’s, too.


  Pulling his mind back to his current lovely activity, he felt India’s muscles begin to tense, her body urging him faster as she started rocking against him.


  Not breaking their kiss, he responded, enjoying the soft moan that escaped her.


  She was theirs for now, at least. He’d have to settle for that and be happy with it and pray they could keep all three of them safe enough to have the conversations he wanted to have, about the future, a future with all three of them in it.


  India’s body rocked harder, faster against him as a fine sheen of sweat covered her. He let her guide him, responding to her, trying to silently urge her over that edge into pleasure.


  And then she came, her fingers digging into his arm as she loudly moaned into his mouth.


  From behind her, Oscar whispered, “That’s it, baby. Come for us. Give it to us.”


  She used his cock, working it, writhing in pleasure between them, her muscles grabbing and massaging his member as she rode her climax to completion. Only when he was sure she’d finished did he take over, his hand dropping to her hip for leverage as he quickly thrust into her wet heat.


  He felt his balls tighten, drawing up as his release grew close. Then she sucked on his tongue and it triggered his climax. With a final hard, deep thrust he embedded himself in her pussy, letting his cock throb and shoot his load deep inside her.


  Five years. Maybe we can get this cleared up by then and she won’t need another birth control capsule.


  


  * * * *


  


  In India’s life, even though she hadn’t had an extraordinarily high number of lovers, she’d rarely had an unassisted climax, cock only, with them.


  As she came down from her orgasm, she realized these men were perfect for her in so many ways.


  After Yankee came, Oscar rolled her over, and then he slipped his stiff cock inside her and started thrusting.


  “How about another one, baby?” he whispered before kissing her. Yankee took over nibbling her shoulders, her neck, twisting her insides in a good way.


  It took her a moment to figure out the perfect angle with Oscar, but once she felt his cock gliding along her clit she let out a gasp.


  Then it was game on, motherfucker.


  He held back, working with her, letting her set the speed and tempo. At first she didn’t think it would happen, not like that, without a hand to assist her, but then she felt that delicious tingle begin again. The nerves in her clit responding, starting that sweet vortex spinning inside her again, the one that would take over and sweep away anything in her path as it absorbed her body before releasing the tension with an explosion of pleasure.


  She humped his cock hard and fast, crying out as she savored her orgasm, not just once but twice like this, with them.


  Did she need any other signs? No.


  No way in hell would she let them out of her life.


  Finally he started moving, soon catching up and coming inside her, his deep, throaty groan of satisfaction locking the door on her heart to anyone but them.


  She didn’t want anyone but them.


  And as they settled in for the night, Oscar’s spent cock eventually slipping from her, she spun toward sleep, content to know that as long as she could be with these two men, she’d handle whatever else the world wanted to farking throw at her.


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  


  Silo was met down in the lobby of the church headquarters the next morning by Jerald, who wore an excited expression Silo didn’t dare cast his hopes upon.


  “I’ve got good news, sir.”


  “Wait. Upstairs,” Silo told him as they stepped into the elevator that would take them up to Silo’s penthouse office.


  He could tell the man wanted to spit it out, was all but bouncing around from one foot to the other in an attempt to hold it in and not say anything.


  In the foyer leading to Silo’s private office, his administrative assistant stood when he stepped off the elevator. He made sure to give her the same smile and friendly greeting he did every morning before he and Jerald locked themselves in his office.


  “Okay, what is it?” Silo asked him.


  Jerald smiled. “Our contact notified me. A meeting has been arranged.”


  Silo motioned for him to continue.


  “With someone who’s provided credible evidence that they can give us the whereabouts of the Drunk Monkeys.”


  “Really? Don’t tease me.”


  “It’s a last-minute arrangement. He can’t afford to let the contact slip away without following up on it. They threatened to take their information to the Chinese for a considerable dollar amount.”


  Silo sat in his chair and frowned. Leaning back, he considered their options. “Do you expect to hear back from our contact before the meeting?”


  “I don’t know. They still don’t know who the other party is, except it was made abundantly clear that if there were any signs of a trap that the meeting would be called off.”


  “What is the credible evidence?”


  “A recent picture of the group’s leader, Major Sam Warner. Our contact has met the major before and verified it was him.”


  “How do we know it’s not a trap?”


  “I don’t, sir. But our contact was eager to follow up on it.”


  “So how much money are they going to be wanting for this information?” He wasn’t averse to paying, as long as he was getting what he paid for. He had plenty of offshore accounts that weren’t traceable to the church from which he could move the money so it couldn’t be tracked back to him or the church.


  It was just that Silo felt something off in his gut. He didn’t know why, but usually if he didn’t trust that instinct, it meant bad things happened.


  Had he ignored that feeling and not returned home early from his trip so many years before, his wife would have completely broken free from his control.


  Unfortunately, in this instance he couldn’t afford to scuttle an operation of this magnitude solely on his gut instinct. Their contact in Arliss’ command was an experienced, trained military officer. Silo had to defer to the man’s judgment and let him handle it his way, no matter how much it pained Silo to relinquish that amount of control.


  If the man didn’t know what the hell he was doing, they were screwed anyway, all of them.


  At least Silo had taken great cares to keep himself from being implicated in any way if that particular contact was outed. Nothing specific could be traced back to them. He had met with countless men and women from the military and government before. Having meetings with any of them wasn’t proof of a conspiracy.


  And the man’s faith made him especially valuable. All their research into his life and activities only served to strengthen Silo’s belief in the man’s abilities to provide the kind of information he claimed he could.


  “All right,” Silo said. “Keep me posted. I want to know as soon as you hear anything.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Alone in his office, Silo laced his hands behind his head and turned to look at the Sandias to the east. The sun had already risen above them, shining down upon them and bathing them in warm, bright sunlight.


  The man he had positioned under General Arliss fell under the “true believer” category. Most of his high-placed informants were under Silo’s thumb because their misdeeds had made them vulnerable to his extensive network, or they were easily bribed—and then extorted for their bribery.


  Silo hadn’t personally seen the man in months. During the last visit with the man, Silo had once again verbalized his promise that the man and his family had a guaranteed safe place in the St. Louis stronghold when the Kite infection finally took off in the States.


  And that the man and his family would be one of the first to receive the Kite vaccine, if he helped Silo get his hands on the members of The List.


  Silo didn’t have direct access to the workings of the military. The knowledge he had came from his contacts. He knew the SOTIF teams were all being sent out to search for people from The List. But a few weeks earlier, his contact had excitedly called him to alert him that General Arliss had pulled the Drunk Monkeys and diverted them to Australia. The general had also given the SOTIF unit specific intelligence data to locate Dr. Phe Quong, a North Korean national who’d been on The List.


  Silo’s contact didn’t know how the general had obtained the intelligence data. And it was at that point Silo had instructed his contact to start using the secret account for contacting him and to not call him directly until Silo let him know otherwise.


  They couldn’t afford for any suspicion to be cast upon the contact.


  Unfortunately, that might have already happened. Arliss was a wily man who’d seemingly outsmarted them already.


  Contemplating the mountains, Silo wished there was a better way to communicate directly with his contact, but knew he couldn’t force the issue. He also knew his man had at least one other true believer already closely working with him, but his contact had wanted to keep that man’s name out of their communications to prevent any potential exposure.


  One positive development, the man had passed along another tidbit of information a few weeks ago regarding one of his coworkers. About another of the men in General Arliss’ command, albeit a couple of rungs lower in the food chain, as they referred to it.


  Apparently that man had a mistress and child in addition to his wife and children.


  A mistress and child his wife knew nothing about.


  Silo already had people looking into that aspect. If he could gain control of the mistress, bribe her, he could easily bring that man under his influence.


  It wasn’t guaranteed, of course. Every once in a while, if approached too hard or too quickly, a potential contact broke instead of bending. One man had committed suicide, another had simply confessed to his wife, yet another opted to go to jail for his corruption, rather than become an informant.


  Silo didn’t miss the irony of a criminal having a conscious about the level to which they’d debase themselves.


  As for his own actions, why he was simply one of God’s tools, a man devoted to spreading the Holy Word to everyone.


  A man determined to mold the world to his satisfaction. He would get himself elected President, and he would turn this country into one of believers.


  Anyone who didn’t want to step in line could take their chances elsewhere in the world, without the benefit of the Kite vaccine.


  He closed his eyes and smiled, picturing what it’d be like to stand before congress and address the nation upon his election.


  It would be a whole new world. A better one.


  One of his design, by God.


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  


  India and her men awoke a little after five in the morning. They savored a quiet shower together before they helped her make breakfast. By the time she’d packed a couple of things for the overnight trip and had made one last check of her list of items she wanted to buy for the clinic while in Mexico City, it was almost seven o’clock.


  Papa, Pandora, and several of the men from the Drunk Monkeys showed up right on time, as did John and Robert, and Paul and Ellen. After Papa logged on to the sat-link, he nodded and turned the laptop around so everyone could see it.


  “That’s our guy,” he said. “Colonel Afton Gregor.”


  “Son of a bitch,” Yankee muttered. “I farking know him.”


  Several other men nodded, and various “me, toos” were muttered.


  Papa’s grim expression seemed to speak for everyone. “Hopefully he’ll be alone. Those were the instructions Bubba sent him. We’ll get there and scope the plaza out, especially the meting area.”


  “You think he’ll be alone?” Yankee asked. “He’s smart.”


  “Bubba thinks so. At least, he’s traveling alone. He’s the only one who’s put in for emergency leave.”


  “That doesn’t mean he’s the only one who’s involved.”


  “No, but Arliss is now aware of Gregor. He won’t push too hard when the man goes AWOL. He’s got bigger fish to fry and will pass it off to the proper authorities. Still, we’ll watch our backs.”


  With Paul and Ellen in the clinic, Mac and Q would stay behind and work on their research with four men to guard them and their safe house.


  Part of India hated that the more she learned about the people behind the horrific events, the more conflicted she became about her hatred toward them. As Oscar and Yankee had said, she couldn’t be sure she wouldn’t have done the same thing.


  And they were trying to fix it.


  It did no good to blame the wrench the mad bomber used to build the devices that maimed and killed people. It was merely a tool.


  Although these particular “tools” did have independently thinking minds.


  That was a mental debate she’d have to shelve until later. Helping them would potentially mean a faster resolution and more lives saved. It didn’t mean she absolved them of their responsibility for what had happened, but she’d put it aside for the sake of the greater good.


  For now, at least.


  They took three different vehicles for all twenty of them. John and Robert rode with Papa and Alpha and two other men so the group’s leader could drill facts about the Drunk Monkeys into the cops’ memories, as well as what facts they had about Afton Gregor.


  India and her men shared a SUV with Tango, Doc, and Pandora. It was India’s first chance to really talk to the woman.


  “So how you liking life with the Drunk Monkeys so far?” Pandora asked her.


  “Not sure yet, but I have a feeling I’m going to like it. No complaints so far.”


  “At least you didn’t get abducted when you joined.”


  “What?”


  They’d apparently glossed over that part of the story, so Pandora, whose real name turned out to be Celia, filled her in on all the details.


  “You bit me at our first meeting,” Tango reminded her from his place in the middle seat with Doc. “You’re lucky we didn’t duct-tape you from head to toe right then.”


  Pandora reached across the seat and poked him in the shoulder. “You just keep it up, buster. See if you get laid tonight.”


  “No one’s getting laid tonight,” Doc said. “We’re going to be busy with logistics. We’ll need to scope out the area around the meeting place and keep people watching around the clock to make sure we don’t get ambushed.”


  Tango turned to speak to the women. “If something bad happens tomorrow, you two stay inconspicuous. Don’t turn and start running unless we tell you to, okay? Chances are no one will know who you are.”


  “What about me?” Pandora asked. “You said I’m known to the mole.”


  “Well, okay, yeah, you should run. But Clara, you stay put, pretend like you’re an innocent civvie.”


  “How will we know what’s going on?” she asked.


  “We’re going to be monitoring it. John will do the actual meet, with Robert nearby as backup. The rest of us will lay low and listen unless they give us a cue. We don’t want Gregor spotting any of us.”


  “Monitor how?” India asked.


  “Secure radios. Signal’s scrambled so scanners can’t pick them up. We’ll have John micced. Robert will also have a radio and be right there with visual contact, with the rest of us listening in.”


  “You don’t think this guy will try something dangerous in the middle of a crowded market, do you?” Pandora asked.


  “We don’t know,” Oscar said from the front passenger seat. The men were going to swap out driving duties, and right now Yankee was behind the wheel. “We’re not going to take any chances, though.”


  “How do we know the guy won’t be there looking around when we get there?” India asked.


  “Because his flight doesn’t get in until almost midnight local time,” Doc said. “That gives us a couple of hours to recon. If he shows up early, even better, we can grab him when he’s not expecting us.”


  Their trip to the city was not only uneventful, they made far better time than India usually did, just under eight hours. That gave them plenty of time to scope out the Zócalo. India had guessed right, people were already setting up for the big day tomorrow in the marketplace.


  Vendors ranged from regulars who had built semipermanent booths out of scavenged lumber and other materials, to people who had created makeshift tents, to those who had nothing more than blankets with their wares displayed. The plaza had fallen into disrepair, between the severe earthquake damage to buildings that used to surround it and the various economic, natural, and medical disasters that had plagued not just Mexico City, but the entire world over the past several decades.


  Shade trees had grown up all over the once-open plaza and were put into use by people to secure ropes for tents and clotheslines. It had once been a jewel in the city’s crown, surrounded by historic buildings now reduced to rubble and dust.


  Pandora, of them all, looked most out of her element. “Holy cow,” she muttered over India’s shoulder. “We didn’t have stuff like this back in Chicago.”


  India smiled. It’d been an adjustment for her, too, when she’d first arrived. Now she enjoyed the quiet insanity of the open-air markets of Mexico, especially this one. “This is the largest plaza in Mexico,” she said. “I’ve seen old pictures of what it looked like in its prime. It was beautiful.”


  Robert and John split off from the group to scope out the meeting area. When they caught back up with the others a little while later, they reported nothing amiss.


  The rest of them, in groups of two, made the rounds of the whole plaza, acquainting themselves with the area, including some of the surrounding blocks beyond the abandoned ruins.


  “Where are we sleeping tonight?” India asked. The light had started turning orange as the sun lowered in the sky.


  Papa turned. “I’m going to get us a hotel room,” he said. “We’re going to take turns keeping watch out here tonight,” he said. “You two can spend the whole night there. I need everybody else on their toes in case we get a chance to grab Gregor by surprise tonight.” He’d already split off earlier in the day to purchase the burner phone John would use to call Gregor, as originally arranged.


  But now they had the advantage of knowing who they were looking for.


  Papa found a small place close by where the rooms opened onto the street, meaning they didn’t all have to take turns tramping through the lobby to get in and out. They’d draw less attention and suspicion that way.


  When they were in the motel room, Papa broke open an equipment case. “Stay dressed,” he said. “Sleep in your clothes and your shoes in case we need to bug out.” He pulled out several devices and started checking them.


  “What are those?” India asked.


  “Radios.” he quickly explained how they worked and handed them out. The solar-charged devices could run twenty-four hours without a charge, or they could hook a hand-crank charger to them, or plug them into an electrical outlet, if one was available. Each one came with a small, nearly invisible patch that stuck behind their ears and functioned both as speaker and microphone.


  “Once the meeting starts tomorrow,” he explained, “everyone stay off the frequency unless it’s an emergency. Lima will record everything for us to play back later. Got it?”


  Everyone nodded. They all ate a quick meal of MREs they’d brought with them. Following that, Papa handed out assignments. There would always be someone in each of their vehicles, now tucked into the motel’s small lot, just in case, ready to leave at a moment’s notice as well as to protect them. They would rotate out in two-hour shifts.


  It wasn’t even eight o’clock at night by the time India and Celia, sharing one of the double beds for space so the men could use the other bed, lay down. They would all be up and moving at five in the morning, back at the plaza and in their positions. India wasn’t sure she’d get any sleep at all, especially going to bed that early, but before she knew it, she felt someone gently shaking her.


  “Hey, sleepyhead,” Yankee whispered. “Time to get up.”


  On the other side of the bed, Doc was shaking Pandora awake.


  Moving quickly, the women took their turns in the bathroom before joining the men outside. They had the room until noon, and would keep it as a backup meeting place in case someone got separated from the group. The doors used an antiquated four-digit code lock instead of a key, so everyone was able to memorize it.


  “Anything happen overnight?” India asked Papa.


  “Nope. It’s been quiet. I don’t expect that to last very long.”


  His tone of voice broke through what little sleep lingered in her system, drawing her mind sharply to focus on him. “You think they’re setting up a trap for us?”


  He shrugged. “I don’t know, but I know we are.”


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  


  India led Pandora around the market as it began teeming with activity. It amused her how Pandora seemed unable to take in everything at once.


  They even stopped at one vendor and bought a couple of loose, flowing blouses to wear over the tank tops they were wearing. It helped them blend in a little, look more like locals.


  Bonus, India hadn’t considered how the loose blouse provided great concealment for their weapons. India kept her gun in a holster tucked inside her waistband at the front of her left hip, under her tank top. Pandora had moved her knife from her back pocket and clipped it to her belt, near her navel.


  Not many people in the market, vendors or customers, wore surgical masks. A few policemen here and there walking patrols, people you could tell had money from their clothes and their shoes, a couple of women in scrubs—nurses, India thought—who looked more like they were on their way to work than were there to shop from their quicker, more direct walking pace.


  “You hungry?” India asked.


  “Yeah, actually, I am.”


  They stopped for two cups of atole from one of the vendors India had purchased from before.


  Pandora sniffed at her cup while India sipped the thick concoction.


  “What is it?” she asked, her dubious tone making India laugh.


  “Just try it. I promise, you’ll like it.”


  Pandora arched an eyebrow at her. “That’s what you said about the tequila.”


  “This time I mean it.”


  Pandora finally took what looked like a cautious sip before her brows lifted. “Oh, that’s really good. It’s sort of like…” She took another sip. “I don’t know what it’s like.”


  “It’s a concoction of corn flour, spices, sort of like drinkable Cream of Wheat only not, and sweeter.”


  Pandora took another sip. “You know, I used to think I was sophisticated, coming from Chicago. The more I see of the world, you know what I’ve learned?”


  “What?”


  “That I don’t know shit, and I’m lucky I’ve survived as long as I have on this adventure. I feel like I’ve lived a pretty sheltered life, all things considered. I’ve learned more in the past few weeks than I have in the past few years.”


  “But are you happier now?” India asked.


  Pandora considered it before nodding. “Yeah, I am. I mean, obviously I wish the circumstances were better. I spent the past several years desperate to claw my way into an on-air position. I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life as a researcher writing copy for the on-air talent, you know? Or just getting an occasional print byline. I wanted to feel like I was important, that I made a difference. And the extra money would have been nice, duh.”


  She took another sip. “But I guess am making a difference. I’m making more of a difference now than I ever would have if I’d stayed in Chicago. I’m not just reporting the news. I’m creating it, even if no one knows about it but us right now.”


  “So when will you write your big story?”


  She shrugged. “I don’t know. I can’t right now. I can’t do anything to jeopardize our mission. I mean, I am taking notes so there’s something resembling an official record of what we’re doing. I think that’s important for people to know. I only wish we could get the word out to people that there is hope on the way, if they can just hang on long enough. I know a lot of the violence right now is because people are snapping. They’ve struggled for decades against the economy, the damn flu viruses, terrorist attacks, but they knew they had a chance to get past all of those, to survive them. Right now, people see Kite and think, fuck it. It’s going to kill me anyway, I might as well do what I can before I go.”


  “I thought Mac was a nice guy,” India said. “I can’t believe I was such an idiot.”


  Pandora stopped her. “He is a nice guy. They all are. Believe me, I’m not apologizing for them. I know it’s difficult to see the flip side of the coin right now. But let’s face it, if North Korea had killed the people on The List and gotten new people in their places, they might not have been in the upper echelon of their fields. They might have created a virus and had no clue how to make a vaccine for it. Or they might not have cared about the world. These guys at least have a chance to fix it. The mutations are working. There are more reports of people surviving the mutated strains with less residual damage.”


  “Ninety-eight percent fatality instead of ninety-nine is still high,” India reminded her. “And while there’s less neurological damage, yes, the survivors so far are unable to care for themselves, can barely communicate. That’s not much of a life in a world where survival of the fittest and richest is the law of the land.”


  “It’s still hope,” Pandora insisted, turning to her. “Look, no, I’m not a doctor or a nurse or a scientist. I’m a wannabe reporter. I can see the big picture here. I’m not willing to give up on the world, or the people on The List. I think we have a shot of getting enough of them together that we can give them the time they need to fix this.”


  “Then what?” India asked. “Not like we have access to a production facility,” she said. “We don’t know how vast the conspiracy is against us. That General Arliss of yours might be the only ally we have.”


  “That’s not true. We have Bubba. And others. Your friend, Paul. He’ll help us. We can do this, but you have to believe in it and in yourself. You wanted to make a difference in people’s lives, right? So put your money where your mouth is and let’s kick ass and take names.”


  India pondered her comments. As they wandered their way through the vendors and amongst the other shoppers, Pandora’s gaze went everywhere. India enjoyed watching her amazement, remembering all too well the first time the padre had brought her here to the market.


  “Neat place, huh?” India asked.


  “Yeah.”


  There was only so much time they could kill before they rejoined the men at nine o’clock and began their wait. It seemed like time slowed to a crawl. The women sat in the shade of a tree as the sun rapidly cl and turned the day hot. And as the minutes clicked past, India felt sweat trickling down the back of her neck. They personally couldn’t see the meeting place due to trees and vendors and shoppers in the way, but they could hear the men quietly checking in every few minutes as Papa went down the line, asking for updates.


  At five minutes until ten, someone spoke up. “Target acquired. Entering east side of plaza, heading north.”


  “Heads up,” Papa said. “The only person I want to hear on this channel from this point forward, unless it’s an emergency or I ask for replies, is John or Robert.”


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  


  India felt her gut tensing as she closed her eyes and listened. John didn’t say anything at first, faint sounds from the market filtering into his microphone as he waited.


  “Target in place,” he quietly said a minute later. “I’ll wait until exactly ten to make the call.”


  “Roger,” Papa replied. “Any affirmatives on other targets?”


  No one replied.


  “Full negative means we’re a go,” Papa said.


  Silence filled her ear again. She opened her eyes and glanced at Pandora, who looked as nervous as India felt. The other woman’s eyes were scrunched closed, the floppy straw hat she wore concealing most of her red hair, which she’d pulled up in a sloppy bun at the back of her head.


  Then, via the radio, they heard the sounds of the call being made. With the phone held to the ear where John wore his receiver, they all could hear both ends of the conversation.


  It only rang once before it was answered. “Hello?” The man sounded nervous.


  Good. The fucker better be nervous. That the man was actively trying to turn traitor on her men, and the rest of the Drunk Monkeys, boiled her blood.


  Of course, she recognized the flip side of that, being she’d met Yankee and Oscar because of Gregor’s duplicity in the first place.


  Fark.


  “If you’re in place,” John said, exaggerating his New York accent so his normal voice sounded nearly unrecognizable, “reach up and scratch the back of your head with your left hand.” Apparently the man did it, because John said, “Good. Glad to see you’re here on time. You’d better be alone.”


  “I am.”


  “Well, I’m not. We think you’re going to double-cross me, then you’re gonna wish you’d never been born, you get me?”


  “Who are you?”


  “Stay there, Gregor. I’ll come to you.” He hung up. Then he said in his normal voice, “He looks like he just shit a brick, but he’s not moving. He’s looking around.”


  Sounds of John moving through the crowd, followed by him speaking again in the exaggerated accent. “You look a little shocked, buddy. What, you think I don’t know who you are?”


  “But how—”


  “That’s not your problem, is it? Take it as further proof I know what the hell I’m doin’. Got it?”


  “Okay. You said you know where the—”


  “Don’t say it out loud, what the fark’s wrong wit’ you?” It sounded like he grabbed the guy and moved him a few steps out of the main traffic flow. He also dropped his voice. “I know where the team is, yeah. What I want to know is, what’s it worth?”


  “A lot. Don’t you know the entire world’s looking for the people on The List?”


  “Yeah, and what I ain’t figured out yet is why you can’t just ask Arliss where they are. You one of his guys, ain’tcha?


  The man didn’t reply.


  “Yeah, I know all about you, Colonel Afton Gregor. You been workin’ for Arliss, what, eight, nine years now?”


  “Nine.”


  “I got a head full of knowledge in here lookin’ for the right bidder. What I want to know is where you gonna get the money to make this worth my while wit’ you?”


  “You said we had a deal!”


  “I said we had a meeting. You want a deal, this is what’s gonna happen. You’re gonna put me in contact with your handler. I’m gonna tell him or her my price. And you are gonna do this fast, because those guys ain’t gonna be where they are for much longer.”


  “How do I even know you know where they are?”


  “I sent you a pic, didn’t I?”


  “How do I know you’ll know where they move to?”


  John laughed. “I’m no idiot. We’re keepin’ close tabs on ’em.” He paused. “Guess I’ll be callin’ the Chinese after all—”


  “No, wait.” Gregor seemed to be considering his options. “My people have a greater purpose. They’re in this to save the truly righteous. This isn’t about money.”


  John laughed. “Maybe to you it’s not, but speak for yourself, buddy. China’s desperate for a vaccine. They got over ten million dead so far, and probably twice that infected. They got nothing but money and are running out of time. Only reason I didn’t contact them first is I didn’t feel like tryin’ to get back into the States to talk to the ambassador.”


  “I’m not the only one—”


  The audio suddenly garbled, fading in and out, only every second word or so audible.


  She heard Papa swear. “His farking mic’s dying.”


  Before India realized what she was doing, she was up on her feet and weaving her way among people and past vendors toward the area where the men were meeting.


  Taking a deep breath as she rounded a corner, she put a bright smile on her face and started calling out to John in Spanish. “¡Papi! ¡Oye, Papi!”


  She just hoped the cop was a fast study.


  She ran up to him and kissed him on the lips and started talking to him in rapid-fire Spanish, pretending she was his girlfriend and telling him about a couple of trinkets she wanted to buy from a vendor.


  In her ear, India heard Papa bark, “Yankee, Oscar, back off now, that’s an order!”


  She had to hand it to John, he didn’t miss a beat, slipping his arm around her waist and pulling her close to his side. “My apologies. My girlfriend, Mariella. She speaks no English, don’t worry.”


  “¿Quién es usted?” she asked Gregor.


  John kept up the charade, replying in Spanish. India didn’t know if he was watching Gregor as intently as she was, to see if anything they were saying in Spanish registered with him.


  Then the dummy helped them out. “I’m sorry, I don’t speak Spanish. No…hablo, or whatever it is.”


  She flashed him another smile and leaned in close to John’s ear. In Spanish, low enough Gregor couldn’t hear her even if he did hablo, she told John, “Your radio mic died.”


  He nodded. Refocusing on Gregor, he said, “Now back to our discussion.”


  “With her here?”


  “I’ll be gone in a few days. I met her a couple of weeks ago and she’s lookin’ for a sugar daddy. Who’s your handler? I want to talk to him.”


  “I…Look, can we do this somewhere else?”


  “No offense, I’d rather do it here in the open. Not that I don’t trust you, motherfucker. But I don’t trust you, motherfucker.”


  “I can’t contact my direct handler right now.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because it’s complicated. And he doesn’t have the money, anyway. He’ll have to get it from the people he’s working for.”


  “Wait a minute. You mean I’m wastin’ my time wit’ you?”


  “No. The people whose interests we represent are very eager to strike a deal with you, but you have to understand it’s a very delicate situation. It requires a lot of discretion.”


  “That means time, and time is somethin’ ain’t nobody got a lot of right now, asshole.”


  India did her best to look bored, glancing around as if she was getting a little huffy, longingly eyeing a couple of nearby vendors.


  She didn’t let her gaze linger on where Yankee stood mostly hidden by a vendor’s tent.


  The murderous look of rage on his face nearly scared her. She hoped it was fear for her and not anger at her.


  Maybe I just earned that spanking.


  If Yankee was there, Oscar had to be close by. Instead of looking for him and risking the operation, she returned her focus to John and asked him in Spanish when they could get back to their shopping.


  He shushed her and she continued her faked pout. Complete with examining her fingernails and making a random complaint that she needed a manicure.


  Unfortunately, she pushed her luck a little too far.


  Gregor grabbed her extended wrist with his right hand, and before she or John could react, the man had her pulled tightly against his body and had his left hand pressed into her ribcage.


  His hand holding what felt like a gun.


  “Yankee, Oscar, I said stand down!” Papa screamed in her left ear, the volume making her wince. “That’s a direct order!”


  Thankfully, Gregor was a southpaw and his head was next to her right ear.


  “Calm down,” John said. “What the fuck you think you’re gonna do?”


  “I think we’re going to go talk in private,” Gregor said. “And then you’re going to give me some answers or she”—he jabbed her in the ribs with the gun—“will end up with a hole in her.”


  “¿Papi?” she asked, hoping she sounded as scared as she felt.


  He pretended to calm her in Spanish.


  Lucky for her, Gregor had his right arm around her waist.


  His hand was nowhere near her gun.


  All she had to do was get to it.


  She ignored Papa barking commands in her ear as Gregor ordered John to walk ahead of them, out of the plaza and between some heaps of rubble.


  “Straight ahead three blocks,” Gregor said. “The four-story building. We’re going to go into the lobby and walk into the elevator like we’re buddies,” he said. “And we’re going to go up to my room and talk.”


  Papa took that information and ordered several guys to go on ahead and recon the building.


  When she started to say something to John in Spanish, Gregor nudged her in the left ribs. “Tell her to be quiet,” he said to John.


  John looked back and said it in Spanish.


  Her mind raced, possible scenarios going through her head. She had basic self-defense skills, but if the guy put a bullet in her side, even though they were in Mexico City, depending on the ammo he was using she likely wouldn’t survive it.


  She had to get the gun pointed away from her long enough for John to disarm him, or distract Gregor so she could draw her own gun. Gregor at least switched to holding on to her right arm instead of keeping his right arm around her.


  As they neared the hotel, India hoped she hadn’t just made the stupidest mistake of her life.


  Chapter Thirty


  


  They walked through the cool, quiet lobby, orders and intel being tersely traded back and forth in India’s ear between Papa and his men as the three of them stepped onto the elevator car.


  From out of nowhere, a woman’s frantic call in Spanish. “Hold the elevator, please!”


  As Gregor turned, forcing India to turn with him, Pandora bounded onto the elevator with them, smiling broadly at them. “¡Gracias!”


  “Three,” Gregor told John.


  John reached out and punched the button. Pandora brightly grinned and punched the button for the fourth floor. Then, excusing herself, she stepped out of the way of the door and behind Gregor.


  That’s when India nearly burst out laughing.


  “That warm blade you feel against your jugular right now, motherfucker,” Pandora said in a voice that sounded far too vicious to belong to the sweet woman India had spent time with, “is sharp enough to slice right through your spine. You put the gun down, slowly. And let go of her. Or everyone ends up a chalk outline, including you.”


  At first India thought Gregor wasn’t going to do it. Then he pointed the gun away from her, releasing her arm as well.


  India spun free, her back against the corner of the elevator as she drew her gun and shoved it in his face.


  She hoped no one else saw how badly she was shaking. “Fucker,” she muttered. “You picked the wrong damn woman to grab. This is just not your day, amigo.”


  John took the gun away from Gregor and held it on him.


  Just because she could, India kicked out, catching Gregor in the nuts. “That’s for being a shitty-ass weasel,” she said.


  The man collapsed to his knees, wheezing and clutching his balls while John chuckled and quickly frisked him for any other weapons or hidden mics.


  “Clear,” John said out loud. “Clara and Pandora safe, target…neutralized.” He let out a snicker. “Poor bastard.”


  “Meet us on four,” Papa ordered.


  When the doors started sliding open on three, India reached over and repeatedly punched the door close button until they slid shut again.


  Fortunately, no one had been standing there waiting for it.


  When they slid open on four seconds later, however, several Drunk Monkeys had weapons trained in the doorway.


  They let Pandora and India exit the elevator first. Then the men dragged Gregor out of the car and down the hall to a room. Lima was already there, opening the door for them.


  Papa entered a moment later. “Good work.”


  “You owe me twenty bucks,” Lima gasped, jabbing a finger in the air at him. “Bull-fucking-shit I can’t fucking sprint anymore.” He leaned forward, hands on his knees and heaving for air.


  India guessed he’d sprinted up the stairs after running to the hotel from the plaza.


  Papa grinned. “Good work. You probably broke their fastest check-in record, too.” To the radio he said, “All clear, everyone else come up.”


  They quickly had Gregor trussed up on the floor in a hogtie, a piece of duct tape over his mouth.


  Moments later, Tango, Doc, Yankee, and Oscar stormed through the room door with Robert.


  Yankee grabbed India by the arms and shook her. “What the hell do you think you were doing?”


  “Back off,” Papa ordered. “She just saved our fucking operation, her and Pandora both. Good thinking, ladies. Both of you.”


  The women stuck their tongues out at their men.


  Papa turned to Lima. “And you owe me twenty bucks for his mic going out in the middle of an operation. That means we’re even.”


  Lima straightened and winced. “Sorry, sir.”


  They quickly retrieved Gregor’s room key and ransacked his quarters, bringing all his stuff with them so they could go through it.


  Including his laptop, which they handed over to a recovered Lima. His partner, Quack, was videotaping the prisoner, while Echo took still pictures.


  “So who is your contact?” Papa asked. “And who is the handler above him?” He ripped the tape off Gregor’s mouth.


  “Fuck you,” Gregor said. “You don’t know who you’re dealing with. There are bigger events at play here than you could ever—”


  Papa punched him in the face, splitting the man’s upper lip. “You know the drill, colonel,” he said, flexing his fist. “You going to go down easy or hard?”


  Gregor sneered. “Fuck you.”


  Lima’s hands flew over the captured laptop’s keyboard. “Got it,” he said. He plugged a portable drive into the computer. “Let me change his sat-link ID key first. Then I’m going to mirror and wipe.”


  “We’ll toss it later,” Papa told Lima, “once we’re away from here. Also, get the numbers first, then kill his sat-phone and the burner he had. Bubba can run the accounts from his end and obtain any phone numbers he contacted.”


  Robert took care of that task for them, copying the info down before yanking the batteries and then stomping on the devices until they were crushed.


  “Oh, he’s got some online accounts.” Lima tapped some more. “I’m going to need more time to go through these.”


  “Send it all to Bubba,” Papa said. “Let him deal with it. We don’t have time for that right now.”


  “Roger roger.”


  Papa knelt next to Gregor. “Last chance.”


  “You’re the good guys,” he sneered. “You won’t kill me.”


  “The hell I wouldn’t,” Pandora snarked from where Doc and Tango were still reassuring themselves she was okay.


  “Ditto,” India said, raising the gun again. She hadn’t holstered it yet, preferring to keep a firm grip on it unless directed otherwise.


  Oscar reached over and gently pushed her hand down so the gun pointed at the floor, away from anyone.


  “There is a new world coming,” Gregor said. “Sinners like you won’t be a part of it.”


  “Oh, come on,” Pandora said, brandishing her knife at him. “Let me have a crack at him, Papa. Please?”


  “I could castrate him,” India suggested. “Not like I haven’t done it several times before.”


  Both Yankee and Oscar gawked at her. She didn’t think it was her imagination that both men, along with several other Drunk Monkeys, looked a little queasy, and maybe even protectively clenched their thighs together.


  “What?” she asked. “It’s a local punishment in Colima for sex offenders. Public castration or death, their choice.”


  “I think,” Oscar said, “that I could have gone the rest of my life without hearing those words come from your mouth, babe.”


  “Ditto,” Yankee said.


  “Sounds good to me,” Papa said, unfazed. “Cut his pants off.” He ripped off another piece of duct tape from the roll and slapped it over Gregor’s mouth.


  Two men produced knives and started cutting Gregor’s slacks off him as the prisoner frantically struggled against the ropes binding him.


  Papa turned to India, grinning. “You are definitely a worthy addition to our team, Clara. Remind me to sit down with you later when we have more time and discuss what other ‘special talents’ you possess.”


  India finally holstered her gun and took Pandora’s knife from her, walking around to stand where the now thrashing man was being held down by several of the Drunk Monkeys.


  “This is gonna hurt you a lot more than it’ll hurt me,” she told Gregor, turning the knife so it glinted in the light from the windows. “Because it won’t hurt me a damn bit. You sure you don’t want to talk? Because, you know, I don’t have any local to pump into you. This is gonna sting like a motherfucker. And if you move around too much while I’m doing it, I’m liable to accidentally nick something. Or cut something else off.” She snapped her fingers. “Oh, that reminds me.”


  She turned to Papa. “Anyone got a lighter? I’ll need to cauterize the bleeding since I don’t have sutures. I guess we can use duct tape to seal his scrotum when I finish. And we might want towels to keep blood off the carpet.”


  Gregor’s eyes went wide as he screamed against the tape covering his mouth and frantically shook his head back and forth.


  Papa finally reached down and ripped the strip of tape off Gregor’s mouth. “Then talk, or she does it.”


  “He’s a fucking two-star, okay? Major General George Macaletto. Someone you do not want to fuck with, if you know what’s good for you. I don’t know how to contact the people with the money. He does that. It’s not about the money anyway. It’s about doing what’s right for this goddamned country for a change, okay? You weren’t talking to me, you were talking to him. He’s the one who brought me in. He made all the arrangements and sent me to see what you knew.”


  “And to kill the messenger once you found that out, right?”


  When Gregor hesitated, India leaned in and reached toward his relatively small cock, as if she were going to pull it out of the way.


  “Yes!” he shrieked, shifting his hips away from her. “All right? Yes! I was to get the information out of the messenger, dispose of him, and get my ass back to Washington. Okay?”


  Papa shook his head. “Macaletto. Son of a bitch. I would not have suspected him of anyone. So he groomed you and brought you into this, huh?” He nudged Gregor with his foot. “Am I right?”


  “Yes, you’re right. So you all might as well give it the fuck up now, and maybe you won’t get killed.”


  Pandora stepped in. “You fuckers would keep everyone from getting the vaccine if we hand the scientists over, and we’re not letting you do that.”


  “Everyone doesn’t deserve the vaccine! Most of you people aren’t anything more than animals anyway, and you deserve to die in the—”


  Pandora kicked him in the side of the head, knocking him unconscious. “My sister and brother-in-law have kids, you fucker.” She looked at Papa. “Can we castrate him now? And can I help? Please?”


  Tango caught her arm and dragged her away from the prisoner.


  Papa looked at India and tipped his head toward Gregor. “He okay?”


  India checked his vitals and lifted his eyelids to check for dilation. “Probably just out cold. Maybe a concussion.”


  “Got it,” Lima said, looking up from the laptop. “Done. Bubba confirmed receipt of the info.”


  “Did you guys wipe down his room?” Papa asked.


  “Yes, sir,” Alpha replied. “Like he was never there.


  “We’re not going to get anything else out of him, are we?” Pandora asked.


  “No,” Papa said. “Nothing but more rhetoric. I don’t think he knows anything else anyway. Not if Macaletto is his handler. Macaletto would have been very careful not to let Gregor know too much to protect his own ass.”


  “Dammit, I really wanted to castrate him,” India griped. “Especially after he pulled the farking gun on me.”


  “We’ve gotten everything out of him that we’re going to get,” Papa said. “Castration, while fun for you, won’t be helpful in this situation.” He stared down at the man. “Sonofabitch, we have a second mole, and someone he’s reporting to.”


  Then he leaned down, grabbed the man’s head, and twisted.


  Hard.


  India heard the soft, sickening snap and knew immediately what that signified. Her medical brain kicked over into control.


  That was the C1 or C2 vertebrae.


  Papa then held his hands around the man’s throat for a moment, his fingers pressing firmly on both sides of Gregor’s neck, against the carotid arteries, an easy choke hold since Gregor, unconscious and now with his spine broken, couldn’t fight back.


  After a moment, Papa released his hold and sat back. India leaned in and took Gregor’s pulse.


  Nothing.


  “That’s it,” she quietly said.


  Papa stood then turned to focus on her. “Is this going to be a problem?” he quietly asked. “Because it’s going to happen from time to time. Especially when we’re dealing with bad guys trying to kill us.”


  She returned Pandora’s knife to her, hilt first. “No,” she pouted. “But I really wanted to castrate him.”


  Papa laughed. “Too much blood, sorry. If we’d had a hideout here where we could have done it outside, I would have let you go to town on him. You know, I’ve always heard nurses were sadists at heart. Men, I think we just found our official interrogator.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Papa ordered the women and their men to head back to Colima while they took care of the body.


  “I still haven’t gotten the stuff I need for the clinic,” India told him. “I really don’t want to waste the trip. Especially since things might go downhill fast if Kite gets loose in the city.”


  “Fine, you can do that. Then head back to Colima, no stops.”


  “It’s going to take me a few hours.”


  Papa looked at Doc. “Keep me posted should you run into trouble, and keep me updated on an ETA.”


  She pointed at Gregor’s body. “What are you going to do with him?”


  “We’re smart guys. I’m sure we’ll think of something.” He turned to Alpha. “Go find housekeeping and get one of their laundry carts.”


  While they were upstairs, one of the other men had moved their SUV to a spot on a side street next to the hotel. Doc produced the keys and, in silence, they all piled in.


  That was when the shakes hit India.


  “Where to?” Doc asked, looking at her in the rearview mirror.


  Yankee had ended up in the backseat with her, Tango in the middle seat with Pandora, and Oscar in the front passenger seat. After giving Doc directions to get back to the main highway to take them to the other side of the city, India leaned against Yankee.


  Yankee put an arm around her, holding her close as he rested his chin against the top of her head. “You ever do something like that again,” he said, “and no order from Papa will keep us from spanking the hell out of you. Do you understand me?”


  She nodded, tucking her face against his chest as she struggled to hold back her tears.


  “You, too,” Tango echoed, directed at Pandora. “I wanted to snatch you back by that beautiful red hair of yours when I saw you running into the hotel after them.”


  “Hey, I knew he wasn’t going to expect it. One of you guys, he would have made you immediately.” She smiled. “No one expects the girl. I knew with the hat and the Spanish that he wouldn’t have time to recognize me before I took him down.”


  India looked up and reached over the seat to tap Pandora on the shoulder. When her friend turned, India made a fist.


  Pandora grinned and fist-bumped her back. “Hey, I think I’ve come a long way from getting abducted in grocery store parking lots,” Pandora said.


  “And in hotel parking lots,” Doc added, shooting a glare at her through the rearview mirror.


  “And I was almost free by the time you rescued me. Five more minutes, I wouldn’t have been there.”


  “Five more minutes, and you might have been trying to bite a guy who was blue,” Tango sternly corrected her. “Don’t forget that part of the story, babe.”


  “Yeah, well, at least I was trying to get free.”


  India managed to pull herself together to get them to their first stop. Yankee and Oscar went inside with her while the other three remained in the SUV. They made her other four stops, filling every spare space in the SUV with supplies, including medication. Then they grabbed an early dinner before hitting the road back to Colima. As the sun set over the western horizon, India felt herself dozing in the security of Yankee’s arms.


  Yeah, she figured she could pretty much handle anything if those two men were always at her side.


  Chapter Thirty-One


  


  India had never been so glad to get back to the clinic and locked in her bedroom as she was when they returned from Mexico City a little after midnight that night. There was about five seconds of frantic clothes-removing before the three of them were naked and in the shower, the men running their hands all over her body to convince themselves she was okay.


  “Maybe you should stay here in Colima,” Oscar said. “It would have killed me if you’d gotten hurt.”


  “See?” Yankee said. “When we first got here, that first morning we were standing watch at the farm, I told you I had a feeling something was going to happen.”


  She poked them both in the chest. “No backsies. Papa already said I was one of you, right?”


  “Indy,” Oscar said, “you could have—”


  “Have what? Been killed? I’ve got news for you, that could happen here if the cartels ever decide for another try in this region. Or if that damn volcano just up the road erupts and wipes us out. Or an earthquake could hit and knock this building down on top of my head. Hell, I could get a bad fajita over at the Hernandez place and die of food poisoning. You are not going to make me stay behind when I have a chance to do some real good for the whole damn world. You think I’m staying behind, think again. I’m leaving with the group, with or without approval from you two.”


  “Okay, okay,” Oscar said.


  “Now knock that bullshit off and let’s finish our shower so you two can take me to bed and fuck my brains out. Hard and fast and nothing fancy.”


  They were eager to comply. Except once they were dried off and back in bed, Yankee flipped her onto her back and buried his face between her legs, making her moan. Oscar took care of that by shoving his hard cock between her lips.


  Ooohh yeah.


  Yankee only made her ride one orgasm out before he cl between her legs, fed his cock into her cunt, and started fucking her hard and fast.


  She cupped Oscar’s balls in one hand and stroked his shaft with the other. But then as Yankee was fucking her, she realized it felt better than good, and as she moaned her way through her second orgasm, she found herself being filled at both ends by twunk cum.


  They collapsed in a spent, exhausted heap. “If anyone knocks in the morning,” she said, “tell them to go away.”


  “How do you say that in Spanish?” Oscar asked.


  “It doesn’t matter. Ellen and Paul speak English.”


  That was the last conscious thought she had before crashing into an exhausted sleep.


  


  * * * *


  


  From the angle of the light slanting through her window, India knew it had to be about ten o’clock in the morning. Through her locked door she heard muffled sounds of people out in the clinic…


  And there was a man between her legs, slowly fucking her.


  Oscar grinned down at her. “About time you woke up. I was beginning to get my feelings hurt.”


  Yankee lay stretched out next to her, his fingers playing with her clit “Yeah, me, too.”


  “You?” Oscar asked, now picking up the pace. “I’m the one fucking her.”


  “Shh!” she warned. “Keep it down.”


  The men laughed. “We’re keeping them up until we each dump another load inside you, baby,” Yankee told her. “Then we’ll go grab another group shower.”


  They got the first orgasm out of her then, and when they switched places so Yankee could fuck her, Oscar coaxed a second out of her.


  She wanted to drift back to sleep and realized she couldn’t. Too much to do.


  Then again, as she stopped to think about it, no, there wasn’t anything for her to do. Paul and Ellen would have it under control. Hell, Paul had trained her.


  She snuggled between the men. “Another nap first. Then a shower. Then breakfast.”


  “Lunch,” they said together.


  “Whatever,” she mumbled as she crashed into sleep.


  


  * * * *


  


  It was past noon when India and her men finally got up and grabbed their showers. After, they made their way into the storeroom where the kitchen area was, India doing her best to ignore the disapproving looks Mama shot her direction.


  Oscar leaned in. “I don’t think she’s very happy with us,” he said. “I get the feeling she wants to take me and Yankee to the woodshed.”


  “She’s never seen me with anyone before. I’ve been here four years and she’s sort of protective of me.”


  “Won’t be much longer,” Yankee assured her. “Papa’s working on an exit plan.”


  When she didn’t respond, Oscar and Yankee both turned to her. “Are you rethinking your decision to come with us?” Oscar asked.


  She shook her head. “No. Before everything went to hell yesterday, Pandora and I were talking.” She looked from one set of blue eyes to the other. “I want to make a bigger difference in the world. I want to help you guys do this. I know I can do it.”


  “It’ll be tough, sometimes,” Yankee said. “Dangerous.”


  She shrugged. “Can’t be any more dangerous than me with a scalpel, performing a castration.” She grinned.


  The men winced. “Do us a favor, please?” Oscar said. “Don’t talk about that, okay?”


  “Ever,” Yankee suggested. “And especially before or during sex.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Papa came by later to give them the news. The plan was to pack up and leave the next morning with John and Robert, following them back to the same Texas border crossing they’d come through at Nuevo Laredo.


  Bubba had made contact with General Arliss and informed him of what happened in Mexico City. Their standing orders remained unchanged—stay OTG, get the scientists, and keep them safe until further orders were issued.


  As India gathered her things, she felt a wistful pang hit her. She really didn’t have much, her life able to fit into three large duffel bags. She had thousands of pictures, books, movies, and music albums stored on portable drives she could access via her tablet or laptop. But when she packed up the room and stared at the duffel bags on her bed, she realized the room didn’t look much different than it had when she’d first arrived four years ago.


  Did I make a difference?


  “We’re going to miss you,” Paul said from the doorway.


  She turned. Yankee and Oscar had returned to the safe house to help the group complete their packing and loading. They would return later that evening to sleep there with her that night before they all left in the morning.


  “I’m going to miss you, too,” she said. “And this town.”


  “And the tequila?” He grinned.


  “Yeah, even that stuff.”


  That night, India and her men took advantage of the privacy of her room to have one last fling before their traveling started.


  India let Oscar and Yankee completely distract her. Oscar buried his face between her legs, tongue expertly flicking her clit while she devoured Yankee’s cock.


  She loved this, loved them.


  Not that I can tell them that.


  Not when she’d made such a big deal about being a big girl and not expecting them to declare their love.


  She knew they weren’t using her, knew they were good men with good hearts and good intentions. Just her luck the timing sucked.


  Maybe one day.


  Shoving thoughts of the future out of her head, she focused on the head of Yankee’s cock, laving her tongue over the glans and tracing the outline of the slit.


  This was something she could do all night long without getting bored. Every sound she drew from him drilled directly through her ears into her heart and soul. She loved doing this to him.


  When Oscar pulled the first orgasm from her, she closed her eyes and didn’t hold back her moan. The vibrations from her mouth finished Yankee off. As hot, tangy spurts of cum pumped from his cock she deep-throated him, swallowing every drop even as his body vibrated with his release.


  “Oh, baby,” he whispered, leaning in to kiss her once she’d relinquished his spent cock. “I could get addicted to that.”


  The men switched places, Yankee adding two fingers to her cunt in addition to licking and sucking on her clit. Oscar cradled her head in his hands, taking over and fucking her mouth as she closed her eyes and enjoyed her journey back up Pleasure Peak, courtesy of Yankee.


  Yes, she could get addicted to this, too. Hell, she already was.


  Oscar held back, apparently paying close attention to her moans, her body, as Yankee worked her closer to another orgasm. He timed his thrusts to match her rhythm. When she gave in to the next climax he was ready, speeding up his pace until he was coming in her mouth even as her moans were resonating through his cock.


  When they collapsed together in bed, she laced fingers with them and closed her eyes, sated and happy and hoping the next stage of their journey wasn’t dangerous.


  Or deadly.


  I’ll have to take things as they come.


  Chapter Thirty-Two


  


  The next morning, India felt a little sad to bid good-bye to Colima and the people. When she gave Paul and Ellen one last round of hugs, she whispered in his ear, “There are three cases of po-clo syringes, top shelf, back corner of the storeroom. CMI sent them to me in January. Fifteen hundred doses.”


  He whispered back, “Understood. And I’m going to tell CMI you’re still here. That way, you can still get the paycheck. Or come back, if you need to. But it’ll also mean you can stay in the system and get info.”


  “Thanks.” She would miss him, and Mama. “Hopefully we’ll get this situation handled and I’ll be able to come back here for good.” She’d already made up her mind that she wanted to see Colima again. Maybe settle down there.


  Maybe with the twunks, maybe not. She didn’t want to think that far ahead about what-ifs that might not make it past a week from now.


  Hell, they still had to get out of the country and back into the US without the men being apprehended.


  She had a new passport and identity cards Papa had given her that she would use for the crossing. No one wanted India Pelletier to be logged in as returning to the US. Especially if she was supposed to be in Colima, Mexico. Bubba didn’t think anyone had a bead on her as being involved in anything that happened in Mexico City, but they didn’t want to take any chances.


  It was far better if it looked like she was still living in Colima.


  She also had a traveling medical kit she put together to take with her. Some medicines Doc didn’t have in his kit, some emergency trauma supplies, and even some extras.


  If they were on the road long enough, she didn’t want to get stuck without being able to put another five-year in, and likely Pandora wouldn’t be happy about that, either. Never hurt to have backups.


  And who knew who might join their merry band of misfits in the future?


  It took them two days of traveling to make the border at Nuevo Laredo. The landscape varied from desert to rugged mountains to lush agricultural lands, depending on the area.


  This was a drive she’d never taken before, and it helped ease her homesickness for Colima, the excitement of a road trip, the discovery of new lands. When she’d first traveled to Colima, CMI had flown her into Mexico City, where Paul had picked her up at the airport.


  That had been before Kite, when flying was logistically easier. She hadn’t flown since then. Even back then, air travel was prohibitively expensive for the average person.


  India wasn’t sure how they were going to get across the border but figured if the men were as smart at what they did as they said they were, they probably had that all figured out.


  It was in the middle of the night when the convoy stopped a couple of miles south of the US-Mexican border.


  Finally, when no one had made any mention of what was to happen, she had to ask. “I’m guessing there’s a plan?” she asked Yankee.


  He shrugged.


  “Greeeaat. Thanks for the confidence.”


  “Not my job to have a plan for this,” he said. “I wasn’t told to make one.”


  “Then it’ll be a pleasant surprise when we cross into Texas, huh?”


  “Hopefully.”


  “Beats the hell out of an unpleasant one,” Oscar said.


  Papa gathered them around. “Here’s how this will work. We’re going to do this the old-fashioned way,” he told them.


  “Firepower?” Tango asked.


  Papa laughed. “Bribery.”


  He deferred to John and Robert.


  “We got through Customs without problems, and with a bribe to keep them from hassling us about our cargo,” John said. “This isn’t a very busy checkpoint, so the US lets Mexico control it. It was fairly easy to slip money to them to keep them from questioning what we had once they found out we were law enforcement. Of course, we were more concerned with them wanting to confiscate our guns. Which they didn’t, luckily. We’re going to be at the front of the line and prep them. Remind them who we were. As long as we show clear stick tests for everyone, they’ll let us all through.”


  “You sure that’s going to work?” India asked. “Sounds too easy. And how do you know they’ll remember you? What if it’s different people?”


  “We told them when we’d be back through,” Robert said, “and they said they’d be here. Plus, they’re overworked and understaffed and a few weeks from quitting themselves. They aren’t military, they’re Mexican Border Patrol. Pretty soon, if Kite hits hard here, there won’t be anyone left to guard the borders on the Mexican side who gives a shit about their job. They won’t turn away a chance to feather their early retirement nest. That’s why we want to get back to New York as soon as possible and get our families moved down here before the US military ends up controlling the border crossing. It’ll make leaving a lot easier.”


  “Fair enough,” India said. “So what do we do after we cross the border?”


  “Haul ass west,” Papa said.


  “West?”


  “Los Angeles.”


  “Going to check out that facility Paul told us about?”


  He smiled. “According to Bubba, we need to head there anyway. One of our friends from The List is likely in the area. Fucking up any nefarious plans the Reverend Silo might have would just be an added bonus.”


  Alpha snorted. “We are OTG now. That means we can’t be held responsible for any breakages.


  


  * * * *


  


  As predicted, the border crossing went quickly and smoothly, well-lubed with a good bribe from Papa. India, Pandora, and the rest of the group stayed with John and Robert as far as San Antonio before saying their good-byes and swinging west. Papa wanted to avoid smaller back roads, because with commercial flying being as difficult and expensive as it was now, they felt a certain safety in staying hidden in plain sight among the tens of thousands of other drivers they shared the main roads with.


  Traveling nonstop, they quickly made their way to Los Angeles in less than two days. Being stateside had its advantages besides not being hampered by a language barrier. They could once again don the surgical masks in public without looking conspicuous, and it provided them with an extra layer of anonymity.


  Papa had already arranged a safe house for them. Even better, while it wasn’t located in the best part of town, it was a self-contained compound with a huge enclosed garage area. There was a functional chemistry lab on the first floor where Sin and Q could set up their lab. The two-story building, with an enclosed garage area below, had apparently been a small private school of only twenty classrooms. It had gone bankrupt and closed a few months earlier when all the rich parents withdrew their kids from classes because of the threat of Kite. The building sat functional and furnished, but vacant, on the market.


  Now they were renting it. Rather, one Andrew Davenport from New York City was the renter.


  Not that he existed anywhere but on paper, but the real estate company who’d leased the building to them didn’t need to know that.


  “Dibs on the showers,” India and Pandora both said at the same time after inspecting the facilities. They looked at each other laughed.


  Their four men all perked up.


  “Not with each other,” India snarked. “Down, boys. Don’t get so excited.”


  All four men let out soft sounds of disappointment.


  “How’d you get your hands on this?” India asked Papa.


  “I have several secret operating accounts that only I and General Arliss know about. It was easy to arrange a rental in this depressed market. Until the risk of Kite is over, real estate agents will be desperate to earn anything they can. Nothing’s selling in this market. People are leaving, not coming here.”


  “Figures we’d do things bass-ackward, huh?” Pandora asked.


  He smiled. “Hey, it works for us. Why fix what ain’t broke?”


  That evening, India and Pandora sat together to eat their dinner. “Is life always this crazy with this group?” India asked her.


  Pandora shrugged. “Couldn’t tell you. I’m only into this a few weeks longer than you are. But yeah, I think this is about the best we’re going to get. At least until Q and Sin and any others come up with a vaccine.”


  “It could be worse, I guess. Someone could be shooting at us.”


  “No one’s kidnapped me in a couple of weeks,” Pandora said, “so I call it a win.”


  “Speak for yourself,” India groused.


  Pandora laughed. “Yeah, sorry. Sucky kind of hazing, huh?”


  “I think I prefer my tequila ritual.” She’d brought six bottles with her from Colima. No telling if or when she’d be able to get more from Paul once those ran out. Then she had a thought. “I hope the water here doesn’t make me sick.”


  Pandora looked confused. “Why would it?”


  India shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m so used to the well water there in Colima, I didn’t think about what it’d be like coming back to the US.”


  “At least we have our own rooms,” Pandora said. “This is like a luxury spa resort. Compared to Colima.” Her face reddened. “Eh, sorry. No disrespect meant to the town or you, but that safe house was a dump.”


  “No, it’s okay. I went through culture shock at first, too. It grows on you.” She shoved her food around on her plate. “They’re good people. They deserve a quiet future. No, most of them don’t have any money, but you know what? They’re mostly happy. People smile at you and say hello on the streets. They know and look out for each other. If I had a choice of going back to someplace like St. Louis, with all the luxuries but not knowing a damn person and struggling to make ends meet, or living in Colima, where I can be happy and at peace, I’ll take Colima every time. Yeah, it was a pain in the ass when I had to run the clinic on my own, but it was the good kind of pain in the ass. I slept well every night. I didn’t worry about bills or my job. I did what I could and started fresh every morning.”


  “So you really castrated guys, huh? All joking aside, I don’t know if I could do that.”


  “I didn’t think I could at first, either, until I saw the victim of the first attacker I had to castrate.” She drew in a shuddering breath. “Twelve-year-old girl.” India shook her head. “Made it a lot easier to do it, believe me.”


  That still haunted her. India had been the one to perform the rape exam on the traumatized girl, and the DNA sequencer had confirmed the identified suspect’s identity. A cousin of someone local, he’d moved to Colima a few months earlier from Mexico City.


  Apparently, he didn’t know they did things a little differently in Colima when it came to rape.


  He moved out of the area a week later, or so the cousin said.


  India suspected the man, horrified at his cousin’s behavior, had likely helped the girl’s parents kill the perpetrator and bury him somewhere. The day after the suspect’s supposed departure, India had run into the victim’s father in one of the stores.


  He’d looked happy, at peace, in sharp contrast to his angry visage even after the public punishment was administered.


  “Maybe we need some of that kind of justice here in the States,” Pandora said with an evil grin. “Might nip some of that shit right in the bud. Televise it so people can watch. Hell, sell tickets and use the money to fund charity projects.”


  “Might be a moot point if Q and Sin can’t get their acts together in time.”


  Pandora’s smile faded. “True.”


  Chapter Thirty-Three


  


  Alone in his den at home, two-star Major General George Macaletto took off his glasses and set them on his desk. He rubbed at his forehead, trying to stave off the tension headache threatening.


  Before heading to their home in Alexandria, he’d stopped by a coffee shop on the other side of DC. There, he’d jumped on a public sat-link, using the laptop he’d paid cash for at a pawn shop in New York City months ago.


  He sent a final message to the secret account before scrubbing that and several other private accounts he had in reserve.


  Including the secret account he’d used to stay in touch with Gregor.


  Considering that Gregor hadn’t reported back following the meeting in Mexico City, Macaletto had to assume the man was dead.


  But Gregor also had a couple of days of leave left. And it would look weird if he raised warning flags about Gregor falling out of contact now. He’d passed on information about Gregor via the secret account, but warned them not to push too hard.


  They might be able to discover something without tripping any alarms if they had contacts elsewhere.


  He didn’t want to know about those contacts, however. It was better that way.


  No, he’d have to wait until Gregor didn’t show for work as expected. Unfortunately, Gregor was single, divorced. No one waiting at home for him to check in with them. Although Gregor had been attending church with him and his wife, Kelly, for a couple of years.


  That was how Macaletto had known the man was perfect for this, that he was a true believer, too. Many late nights they’d sat at Macaletto’s kitchen table, talking theology and politics while drinking beers.


  Gregor had been a kindred spirit. Had wanted to see the US regain its former seat as the world’s superpower. Wanted to see China taken down to its knees and driven back to the Stone Ages.


  Had wanted other countries to come begging to the US for help and assistance, subjugating themselves to their country instead of to the worthless UN.


  Had wanted to get rid of the filthy dregs of society who did nothing but weigh their country and economy down.


  When Kite broke out, Gregor was actually the one who’d seen what a boon this was, especially once The List became known and Arliss had started sending out his pet SOTIF team after leads. Gregor had been the one with the vision to see how well the situation could work to their advantage.


  Macaletto had passed that on to Reverend Silo himself, and was pleased when he’d been given the go-ahead to use his best judgment to follow through.


  It didn’t hurt that Silo had promised to make sure he and his family had a safe retreat in the St. Louis stronghold, and would be on the top of the list to get the Kite vaccine when it was developed.


  Macaletto had no doubts a vaccine would be developed. Either at the CDC, who was still pitifully behind in the research, or via the scientists on The List. Or others. He knew Silo had extensive networks throughout the world, in various corporations, government agencies, in the military, and among high-ranking government officials.


  If someone even hinted they might have a viable vaccine, Silo would be there, immediately, to take command of the situation and ensure the country charted its new and better course.


  He had no doubts about that.


  God willing, Macaletto just hoped he would be able to fulfill his promise to Silo and God to help make it happen before his own family fell victim to Kite, or to the growing turmoil in their country.


  Chapter Thirty-Four


  


  India was glad to finally be off the road and settled in a secure location. The irony that Spanish was the predominant language in the neighborhood surrounding their new safe house despite them having returned to US soil did not escape her.


  While definitely not ritzy digs, the building was safe, and at least the three of them had a small room to themselves for the first time since leaving Colima.


  And it had indoor plumbing and air-conditioning.


  She definitely wouldn’t complain about that.


  After they’d all spread out for the night, India used the secure sat-link connection Lima had set up for them to hit her e-mail account from her laptop.


  She found an e-mail from her mom that not only disturbed her, but it pissed her right the fuck off, too.


  


  The Church was looking for Volunteers to spread the Word of God. Your father and I applied, but They said we were outside the age range They were looking for. Maybe YOU could volunteer? The Church said They will pay the families of the volunteers. That could be PERFECT! When are you coming home? I think the program started already, but maybe you can still apply if you come home right away!


  


  India angrily deleted the e-mail. Besides the sheer brass balls of her parents expecting she’d simply move home and support them after she’d repeatedly warned—begged—them not to throw away all their money, and the fact that they wanted her to take a volunteer position with their church so they could get the money, the random capitalization her mom had used in the e-mail had hurt India’s brain.


  Grr.


  She shut down the laptop and shoved it into her duffle bag. Yankee walked into their room and spotted her expression. “What’s wrong?”


  After telling him, he grabbed her hand and pulled her to her feet and into his arms. “Babe, ignore it. They’re too far gone. Nothing you can do about it unless they come to their senses. We’ve got a bigger picture to deal with. Just keep remembering that. The best way you can help them in the long run is for us to kick this situation’s ass once and for all.”


  “I know. It just makes me mad.”


  “How about I make you a deal? When we get through this, me and Oscar will go with you to meet your parents, French kiss you in front of them before we tell them that we double-team you, and then we’ll tell them they’re a couple of idiots who need to go get another job because they were the dummies who farted away their money.”


  She giggled and tucked her head against his chest. “Sounds like a plan.” She derived evil satisfaction from the shock and horror she imagined would no doubt fill her parents’ faces over the revelations of all of that.


  They would deserve it. She’d begged them to be reasonable, to save up their money and not empty their savings account.


  She’d be damned if she’d let their poor choices run or ruin her life.


  Besides, she had a world to help save.


  Despite her earlier dibs with Pandora, India and her men grabbed a shower together before retreating to their room for the night. The men had shoved their bedrolls together on the floor to make a sleeping pallet large enough for the three of them.


  Yankee looked concerned as he focused on her. “You doing all right?”


  “Will you please quit asking me that?”


  “I’m just…worried about you.”


  “Stop being worried. If you spend every moment worried about me, your brain isn’t going to be focused on your job. You do your job, let me do mine.”


  Now with McInnis as part of the team, they hopefully would make more progress in terms of isolating the commonalities between the Kite mutations. India had received a crash-course in virology from Q and Sin, as they were now calling him, during their journey from Mexico. She had been drafted into play as their official lab assistant.


  Oscar hooked a thumb in his brother’s direction. “He’s a worrier. Always has been.”


  “Bite me,” Yankee shot back.


  “Not even if I was a Kiter,” Oscar replied.


  India recognized where this banter would lead if she didn’t quickly nip it in the farking bud. So she did what she’d learned from Pandora would quickly refocus her men’s brains.


  She whipped off her shirt.


  Both men fell silent and stared at her.


  She smiled. “I don’t know about you two, but I’m horny. We going to sit here and debate all night, or are we going to get down to the fucking?”


  Oscar practically tackled her onto the bedrolls as he quickly latched on to her right nipple. Yankee took the extra time to strip first, kneeling next to her head and grabbing a fistful of hair in one hand and his rigid cock in the other. “Oh, we’re going to get down to the fucking, baby.” He guided her mouth to his cock. She opened wide, meeting his gaze as she closed her lips around his cockhead.


  He let out a groan. “Yeah. Just like that.”


  Oscar moved lower, shoving her thighs apart before burying his face between them. Her moans as his lips and tongue began playing with her clit were muffled around Yankee’s cock in her mouth.


  Yankee’s eyelids lowered, half-closed. “Such a sweet mouth you’ve got. You know I love you, right?”


  She froze, his admission startling her. Despite his coaxing to not stop, she pulled her mouth off his cock. “What did you say?” she asked, her tone barely a whisper.


  Oscar raised his head. “Duh. We love you. Both of us. We love you, we’re in love with you, all that crap. You want me to keep up with the oral, or you want to talk about it?”


  She ignored his snark. “Really? You guys love me?”


  “Yeah,” Yankee said, arching an eyebrow in amusement. “We’re secure enough in our manhood to admit it to you first and knowing full well that you might not—”


  “I love you guys, too,” she said, hoping they heard her. Her voice felt weak as the happy weight of their admission sank into her brain.


  Now Oscar sat up. His tone had changed to all business. “Indy, it’s all right. We’re not asking you to tell us that if—”


  “But I do. I don’t know when it happened or how, but I do. It’s more than just fun for me. I love you both.”


  Slow smiles crept across the men’s faces. “Cool,” Oscar said. “Glad that’s settled.”


  “Wait a minute,” Yankee said. “Shouldn’t this call for a little bit of discussion or something?” She could tell from his tone he was teasing.


  She reached between his legs and cupped his sac in her palm. “How about we get back to what we were just doing and talk later?”


  “We won’t talk later.” Yankee’s voice sounded a little uneven, like he was having to fight to concentrate to speak. “We’ll fuck and fall asleep. You know that.”


  “What is there to talk about?” she asked. “The only thing that’s changed is that once we get Kite taken care of, I want us to sit down and plan our next step. Together.”


  “Okay,” Yankee agreed, letting her lean in again toward his cock. “I’m good with that.”


  Oscar chuckled. “She’s got the magic touch.” He leaned in and swiped his tongue along the length of her clit. She quickly engulfed Yankee’s cock in her mouth again to stifle the moan of pleasure that rolled out of her.


  “Yes she does,” Yankee agreed.


  Oscar slid first one, then two fingers inside her cunt, slowly finger-fucking her with them while he teased her with his tongue. Blast the man, he’d become an expert in reading her body, both of them had, and he wouldn’t quite let her get over the edge. He kept her hovering on the brink, just not pushing her over the edge.


  Yankee cupped her head in his hands and slowly fucked her mouth. “We’re going to take our time tonight, baby. Like Papa said, we’ve got a down night tonight before we get started again tomorrow. And we plan on using it all on you.”


  She saw nothing wrong with that plan.


  Closing her eyes, she let the men take over, enjoying the taste and feel of Yankee’s stiff cock in her mouth, the taste, the heat of it, everything. Oscar reached up her body with his other hand and started playing with her nipples, adding another delicious dimension to her ever-growing pleasure.


  It felt like forever of hovering in that delicious purgatory between orgasm and not when Oscar sat up and grabbed her legs. “Time for the fun.” He put her ankles on his shoulders and slid his cock inside her, all the way to the root, drawing another moan from her.


  Then he reached between her legs and found her clit with his finger. “You know what time it is,” he teased as he quickly revved her back up to the brink again.


  Yes, she knew. And this time he let her tip over the edge. She relished the feel of his cock buried inside her and she didn’t hold back her happy cries as she moaned her pleasure around Yankee’s cock.


  “There she blows,” Yankee said.


  Finally, both men started moving, Oscar fucking her pussy and Yankee fucking her mouth. She knew they wouldn’t have many nights like this in the future and savored the sounds, the feelings, even the scent of their lovemaking. Whatever the future held, she’d face it head-on with these twunks by her side.


  Oscar came, quickly followed by Yankee. As they lay there, dozing, her mind wandered. About everything that had happened to her in the past couple of weeks. Of how her life had undergone a seismic shift in every way. How she’d gone from being alone to not being able to imagine life without Oscar and Yankee.


  Followed by that, sadness that her parents not only wasted their retirement years, but were so blinded to reality that they had willingly volunteered to give up what should have been their best years all in the name of a religious huckster.


  That led her to an epiphany that chilled her through to the marrow.


  Her eyes flew open. “Oh, fuck,” she whispered.


  Both men sounded alert. “What?” they asked.


  She sat up, her heart pounding. She had to be wrong. No one could be that batcrap crazy, could they?


  Then again, China had nuked North Korea over the same kind of fuckery.


  “I think,” she slowly said, “that I might know exactly what Reverend Silo’s really up to.”


  “What?” they asked again.


  “Remember what Gregor said? All that crap about sinners and a new world and stuff?”


  “Yeah?” they said.


  She turned so she could look at both of them. “Bubba said he found out Reverend Silo’s church had been looking for ‘volunteers’ for a special project, right? Specific age ranges, physical types. Young, healthy people, no kids.”


  “Yeah?” they said.


  “My mom sent me that e-mail I read tonight, telling me the church had refused them because of their age and was starting their program soon.”


  “Yeah?”


  “And Paul said that the church was looking for doctors willing to work on a project, right?”


  Oscar rolled onto his side and propped himself up with his elbow. “So? Spit it out, babe.”


  “What has Silo’s church excelled at ever since TMFU?”


  Yankee snorted and laced his fingers behind his head. “Sucking up to people who think it’s the second coming of Christ and fleecing them of their money.”


  She swallowed hard. “I think maybe Silo’s the one controlling that other guy. What was his name, Macaletto? That maybe Silo’s planning on expanding the apocalypse a little more. Like maybe those volunteers Silo’s recruiting aren’t only going to be spreading the word of God. Maybe he’s hoping they’re going to be spreading Kite, too. He’s got the money to fund something like that, and as a religious organization, he’s pretty much exempt from government scrutiny in many ways.”


  Both men sat up and looked at each other. In the dim light she saw the horror registering on their faces.


  “Son of a bitch,” Yankee said. “That makes fucking sense.”


  She stood and started hunting for her clothes.


  “Where are you going?” Oscar asked her.


  “We need to tell Papa,” she said. “If I’m right, the e-mail my mom sent said the ‘project’ is going to kick off soon. We need to get out there ASAP and find out what’s going on.”


  “That’s not our mission,” Oscar said.


  “You said yourself we’re OTG. Part of our mission is stopping Kite. If I’m right, and Silo is going to turn a bunch of civvies loose to infect people, it’s going to make our job a lot harder. He wouldn’t be the first cult leader to willingly lead people to their deaths.”


  The men looked at each other and stood, sorting their clothes out, too.


  “What are you guys doing?”


  They both looked grim. “We’re a team,” Oscar said. “And you’re right. We need to tell everyone, including Q and Sin. Because I’ll be a monkey’s uncle if I’ll let that fucker create another apocalypse just so he can line his pockets.”


  Chapter Thirty-Five


  


  It took every ounce of control Silo had not to pick up his office chair and smash it into the glass top of his desk. But he couldn’t do that with the man standing on the other side of his desk and watching him.


  Instead, Silo forced himself to stand at the windows and stare out over the Sandia mountains to the east. In the waning light, they’d taken on a purple color at the base while the peaks were still bathed in a reddish orange glow.


  “Sir?” Jerald finally asked.


  Silo took a deep breath before turning again to face Jerald. He couldn’t afford to pitch a tantrum in front of a witness.


  He could always go home and take it out of Mary’s hide. Which was probably exactly what he’d do. She was overdue for an ass fucking anyway. “So we don’t exactly know what happened to our contact’s agent?”


  “The best assumption we have is that our contact’s agent is no longer…available.”


  “Dead?”


  Jerald slowly nodded. “The last information I have from our contact is that their agent was going to meet with an unknown party about information on locating the group. Unfortunately, our contact cannot risk further direct inquiry at this time without jeopardizing their position. I did find out from another contact in the NSA that there is a record of the agent flying to Mexico City. They did not…”


  Jerald nudged his glasses up on his nose with one finger. “He did not use his ticket for the scheduled return flight back to the US. There is no record of him using any of his credit cards, traveling to other countries following Mexico, or being in contact with anyone else once our person lost contact with him. His sat-phone was either turned off or destroyed in Mexico City, and has not been used since then. So far, there have been no official inquiries into his disappearance, because he has three more days of leave scheduled and technically is not missing in the conventional sense of the term. To raise further alarm or push other inquiries could possibly alert General Arliss to our…relationship with our contact. If you wish, I could send others to Mexico City to look into the situation, but I feel other than that we would be better off sitting back and waiting for further news from our person.”


  “And we have no idea who he was going to meet?”


  “No, sir. I did have one of my in-house hackers look into it, but it appears his sat-link connection went dead.”


  “Or someone changed it?”


  Jerald nodded. “Unless we physically locate his laptop, it would be impossible to backtrack any other information.”


  “But when the sat-link connection went dead, someone probably had his laptop to know what to change. Or to destroy it.”


  “That is a valid assumption, yes, sir.”


  Silo wanted to let out a howl of anger. They were special ops, yes, but they were merely men. Not very bright men, either, and yet twice now they’d managed to overturn his carefully laid plans. He’d seen their dossiers, wanted to know who he was up against. None of them were geniuses.


  He couldn’t even use the information he had on them to his advantage. To leverage that meant risking exposing the depths of his own contacts, and possibly putting himself in the public eye in a way he couldn’t afford. It frustrated him, but he could only seek out their families as a last resort. Even then, the men on the team wouldn’t even know it, wouldn’t be in contact with their own families while they were out on their mission.


  If they’d been dubbed the Smart Squirrels or Brainiac Bunnies, anything but the Drunk Monkeys.


  “I’m guessing that we need to discontinue contact with our man for a while, at least?” Silo asked.


  “That would be wise, yes. Our contact cannot risk there being any trace of this leading back to him. He has already scrubbed his online accounts, including the one we used to communicate with him. We will have to wait for him to get in touch with us again when he feels it’s safe.”


  “How is the LA operation coming along?” Silo finally asked, wanting to take his mind off the current clusterfuck.


  “On schedule, sir. The volunteers are responding well to the training. We estimate that in no later than two weeks we’ll be ready to start the final process. It has been suggested that the volunteers undergo a final…mental evaluation to confirm their dedication to the project.”


  Just listening to Jerald, his calm voice, how he sanitized every detail when recounting things, helped Silo calm himself and regain control.


  This was why the man was his right-hand assistant and had been for years.


  This reason right here.


  You do make wise decisions when you try, Hannibal.


  “Excellent,” Silo said. “Keep me posted.”


  “Yes, sir.” Jerald quickly left.


  Silo stood there for several more minutes, focused on his breathing, until he was sure he wouldn’t let out a scream of frustrated rage that would no doubt bring people running. Slowly, he lowered himself into his chair behind his desk, then swiveled it around so he could look at the Sandias again. Only the upper peaks were still glowing a faint orange, the rest of them cloaked in ever-deepening shades of purple.


  I will not be denied. Especially not by a group of Drunk Monkeys.


  He was too close to his goal. Things were coming together well. Even if they couldn’t develop a vaccine for Kite, all he had to do was wait out the infection in his strongholds, along with his faithful, until the unfortunate ones died off.


  If the President is the only one who can pry the location of those monkeys out of General Arliss, perhaps it’s time I called upon the President herself.


  A slow grin split his face. He hadn’t seen her in a while. The last time being at her election party two years earlier. He’d campaigned for her extensively, and promised not to reveal to anyone that her daughter had gotten knocked up and had an abortion several years earlier in college, while the president was still a Senator.


  He’d left out the little detail that the frat boy who’d done the knocking up of the girl had been paid handsomely from one of Silo’s secret accounts kept for just that purpose a few weeks before the fact.


  It would have ruined President Kennedy’s standing with her conservative Republican base. And considering she was preparing for a run-up to an already shaky reelection, and was dealing with a worldwide crisis, she probably wouldn’t want one more distraction to take her mind off her job.


  Maybe it’s time I remind her of where her true loyalties should lie.
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