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  Grease Monkey


  Riots? Plague? Armageddon? Child’s play for…the Drunk Monkeys.


  Dolce Quinn is a former sniper and military mechanic trying to find and rescue her friends now that Los Angeles is coming apart at the seams. She teams up with a neighbor and formulates a plan to avoid the riots and Kite virus, but they still have to escape the city safely.


  The Drunk Monkeys have a line on another doctor from The List. When Roscoe and Niner try to rescue the doctor, their plan almost goes to hell in the face of an oncoming mob until Dolce steps in and saves their bacon.


  Banding together, the group takes in Dolce and her neighbor. When a devastating earthquake levels the region, they must evacuate. Just one little problem—they still have a military mole to take care of. And when you mix a grease monkey with a couple of Drunk Monkeys, there’s a whole lot of shakin’ going on.
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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 June, 2143, and eleven months post-TMFU—The Massive Fuckup. Along with carrying out their assigned mission, our intrepid band of Drunk Monkeys, a SOTIF unit, has been busy being a massive pain in the ass of one Reverend Hannibal Silo, founder and leader of the Church of the Rising Sunset.


  To be fair, the reverend is busy trying to speed along the Kite virus apocalypse for his own personal and political gain. So a little blowing up of a Los Angeles facility devoted to infecting people with the Kite virus should generally be excused in the grand scheme of things.


  They are now a group of twenty Drunk Monkeys, three women who’ve joined them, and two scientists from The List, who are desperately working to create a vaccine for the deadly pandemic they unwillingly unleashed upon the human race.


  And they felt pretty bad about that. Which is why they’re trying to create a vaccine to help stop this mess.


  Unfortunately, there’s still a high-level mole in General Arliss’ command, a mole whose presence means they will have to remain in hiding and operating on their own for now.


  We pick up their story just a couple of days after we left them the last time, when Stacia, now code-named Ak—short for Ass-kicker—joined their group.


  And away we go!


  


  * * * *


  


  Please keep your hands and feet inside the vehicle while the apocalypse is underway…


  


  Roscoe kept his eyes closed and tried to ignore the faint moanings and groanings rolling down from the floor above them.


  Not one, not two, but three women had now joined their merry band of military misfits. Three days ago, the Drunk Monkeys had blown up a facility the Church of the Rising Sunset was using to get volunteers unknowingly hooked on Kite the drug before then infecting them with Kite the virus. The church had then attempted to send the volunteers out on suicide missions to infect others in urban cities around the country.


  Fortunately, all but one of the volunteers were apprehended and killed before they could carry out their missions. That one person was still somewhere in the Seattle region, and other SOTIF teams were in the process of hunting her down.


  But that wasn’t Roscoe’s problem at the moment.


  “Jeez Louise,” Niner grumbled from his bedroll on the other side of the classroom. “They’re like a fricking bunch of horny alley cats. I’m tempted to take a goddamned fire extinguisher up there and hose them all down so we can get some farking sleep.”


  None of the men begrudged the others in the unit who’d found a little slice of happiness within the hell they were now locked in. Not at all. And all three women were strong individuals with talents that would only serve to help their unit successfully complete their mission long-term.


  What they begrudged was being awakened at two goddamned o’clock in the farking morning by the sounds of someone getting their brains loudly fucked out of their everlovin’ head.


  The three triads, and a few unfortunate short-straw sets of men, had taken over the classrooms on the second floor as their personal quarters. They were using the recently defunct private school on the outskirts of Los Angeles as their current hideout. The rest of them were bunked in classrooms downstairs.


  Roscoe heard someone stomp across the floor over his head, pound on a door, and then yell something.


  Someone yelled back. Then it sounded like Omega moved to another door and pounded on it, yelling at that room’s occupants.


  The moanings immediately ceased.


  Niner laughed. “Ah. Sounds like Omega’s got it covered.”


  “Thank god,” Roscoe muttered. He rolled over and tried to go back to sleep as things quieted down overhead. He and Niner were due to get up at six and take over watch duties outside for their safe house compound.


  Collectively, the group hoped they could keep this hideout for a while. Not because of the size, which was nice, but because of the school’s chemistry lab. That had been converted into a research lab for Q and Sin, two of the doctors on the original team from The List, which had created the virus in the first place.


  Created it under duress, but still…


  Now the two men were working on a vaccine. They had additional samples and information gleaned from the church’s facility before Quack and Yankee had blown it to kingdom come a couple of days ago.


  Clara, the nurse Quack and Yankee had picked up during the unit’s stay in Colima, Mexico, was helping Q and Sin in the lab. The rest of the group was trying to keep a low profile while hunting for Dr. Riley Perkins. Another doctor from The List, she was supposedly in the Los Angeles area, too. If they could find her and bring her in to help, that would be one more brain trying to nail down a vaccine.


  They had to keep a low profile because there was still at least one mole in General Arliss’ command. They knew who the mole was, but had to keep themselves hidden and “off the grid” until Arliss gave them the all-clear signal. They’d received the OTG order back in Australia, when they’d first located Pandora, the journalist who’d unwittingly led them to Q.


  Fortunately, Pandora came with the assistance of Bubba, her friend, boss, and a former military intelligence officer who was their only secure channel to Arliss at this point.


  Roscoe, along with the other nineteen men of the Drunk Monkeys, hated waiting around. There were violent, ongoing riots boiling on the other side of the city, the smoke visible from their location several miles southeast of the downtown district. Bugging out was inevitable. Papa, their commander, was already planning their next destination for when they’d have to leave.


  But no one wanted to go anywhere yet. Every day they maintained their hideout was another day closer the eggheads would be to coming up with a vaccine.


  They hoped.


  Finding and securing Dr. Riley Perkins, a forty-two-year-old chemist, would mean one more egghead who could help them save the world.


  


  * * * *


  


  When Niner awoke a little before six that morning, the first thing he did was silently curse whichever upstairs triad had disrupted their sleep.


  He got it. If it had been him and Roscoe who’d lucked out and found a woman, they’d be doing the funky monkey as much as they could, too, knowing full well the future ahead of them was anything but certain. They were in a relatively secure safe house, so the triads were understandably making the best of the situation while they could.


  But it didn’t mean Niner liked having his sleep interrupted over it.


  Roscoe was already stirring as Niner dressed and headed to the latrine.


  Well, is it still called a latrine if it’s in a school?


  He pondered that as he relieved himself in a urinal. He was washing his hands as Roscoe made it into the room behind him.


  “Maybe we need to acquire a few rolls of duct tape for the upstairs contingent,” Roscoe joked in his thick Brooklyn accent as he picked a urinal.


  “Amen, brother. See you in the dining room.”


  Niner headed in that direction. From the aromas wafting from the kitchen area, he guessed Pandora was manning the stove. Bless her special little snowflake heart, she was good for something.


  He stepped up to the pass-through window between the two rooms. “Who do I complain to about the early wake up?”


  She stood facing the stove, her back to the pass-through window, a spatula in her right hand. She held her left hand up. “Not me. We got woke up, too. Especially when Omega pounded on our door by mistake the first time. I think it was Clara and her twunks.”


  “Ah. Okay then.”


  Pandora had pulled her long red hair into a braid that fell down her back. “Trust me,” she said. “I’m ready to ask Papa to move them to the roof.”


  “Who?” Roscoe asked as he walked up behind Niner.


  “Clara and the twunks,” Niner said.


  “Are they the guilty party?” Roscoe asked.


  “Yep,” Niner and Pandora both said.


  Papa chose that moment to walk into the room, his focus on the tablet in his hands. “Did I hear my name taken in vain?”


  The other three, in unison, said, “Clara and the twunks.”


  He looked up. “Ah. Is that who Omega was bellowing at overnight?”


  “Yeah,” Pandora said, finally turning from the stove and walking over. “Can you issue a literal gag order or something?”


  “You want to take her place with Q and Sin in the lab working with a deadly virus all day? Because otherwise, I’d say she’s earned the playtime with her guys.”


  Well, when he put it like that, Niner realized he couldn’t argue with his CO’s logic.


  The three of them blinked. “Um, no thanks,” Pandora said. “I’m good. Not to mention I’m no scientist.” She waved the spatula at them. “Unless we’re dealing with sifting through information, I’ve got my perfect job right here.”


  Papa nodded. “And actually, that’s one of the reasons I’m here. Besides breakfast.”


  As Pandora finished making breakfast for them, Papa gave her and the other men a quick run-down on the information he’d just received from Bubba about their next target.


  “There’s been a pattern,” Papa told them. “Bubba thinks Dr. Perkins will be logging in from this area next. Perhaps as early as today.” He pointed to a zoomed-in area on his map, close to Downey. “We need eyes on the ground to go scope it out.”


  “We’re scheduled for watch,” Roscoe told him.


  “Not anymore. I want Omega and Echo to go with you. Lima, too. He can do some on-the-ground scanning now that we know what signal we’re looking for.”


  “What about Quack?” Niner asked. It was a little unusual for their CO to send out one of the men from a pairing and not the other on a recon mission.


  Papa shook his head. “It’s only been a couple of days for Ak. I’d rather Quack stay here with her. She’ll be okay, but losing her brother and aunt the way she did was a shock. Rather not leave her alone. Lima, however, needs to be included on the recon team. We need his tech skills for this one.”


  “We can’t coddle her,” Roscoe said. “I mean, not to sound like an asshole here, but Ak’s going to have to be able to keep up with us.”


  Niner snickered as Pandora threw a half-cooked pancake at Roscoe from the pass-through window, hitting Roscoe in the side of the head with it. Upon contact it splattered pancake batter on him and the table before it started oozing down his face.


  “You might not have meant to sound like an asshole,” the feisty Chicago native scolded, “but you just did. She knows she has to deal with it. But dammit, they were exposed, her and Quack both. She just needs another day to decompress and settle in. We can afford it.”


  Roscoe peeled the pancake off the side of his face and stood to walk over to the window, where he dropped the remnants of it onto the counter.


  Roscoe jabbed his finger in her face, but she didn’t flinch, which Niner gave her all due credit for. “Okay, for starters, snowflake,” Roscoe ranted, “no offense, you ain’t exactly the best judge of this. Might I remind you of that, Little Miss Didn’t Know Korean.” Her face went red, but she didn’t interrupt him. “Secondly, that was farkin’ rude, and a waste of a perfectly good panca—”


  “And third,” Papa interrupted, “I’m the one who made the call here. If we didn’t have a secure safe house, yes, I’d be right there with you giving her the ‘suck it up, buttercup’ talk. But in this case, we have the luxury of being generous and giving her an extra day to deal with this.”


  Roscoe grabbed a napkin to wipe pancake batter off his face. “Okay, fine.”


  “Excuse me?” Papa said, arching an eyebrow at him.


  Roscoe scowled. “Yes, sir.”


  After shooting another glare at Roscoe, Pandora spoke up. “You mentioned something about sifting through information?”


  “Yeah,” Papa said. “Bubba’s sending me a huge file today of more stuff he decrypted from the church facility’s computers. We need another set of eyes going through it.”


  “What am I looking for?”


  “Anything we can use to tie Reverend Silo to all of this. Or anything that might be helpful proving that Macaletto is the mole in Arliss’ command chain and tying him to the church or their operation.”


  A wry smile quirked her lips. “So, in other words, you just want a miracle?”


  Papa smiled back. “I’ll take all of them that I can get at this point.” His smile faded. “Bubba is sending Arliss the information on the bodies we found at the clinic.”


  The most grisly discovery had been finding a locked refrigerated room with over twenty bodies stacked in it like cordwood. Each one secured in a body bag. ID tags on the body bags had corresponded to encoded personnel files in the recovered data. They’d documented their find with photos and video to send to General Arliss.


  According to the info Bubba had decrypted from the facility’s records, the victims were volunteers who hadn’t successfully completed their “training” for some reason or another. They’d all been euthanized with po-clo. Apparently, it was how they’d culled candidates all throughout the process who weren’t performing to the program’s expectations.


  Before the end of the program, one of the facility workers had been taking the bodies, one and two at a time, to a seedy mortuary just outside of Compton, where someone there accepted cash and asked no questions. The remaining bodies, according to the decrypted records, were slated for a mass cremation.


  Most of the people they’d found in the cooler had been euthanized within the seventy-two hours prior to the Drunk Monkeys destroying the facility. They’d been culled just before the final group of volunteers had been sent out to spread Kite through the country.


  All of them had been infected with Kite the virus.


  Had they waited another day to enter the facility, all the Kite samples in the on-site lab would have been cleared out and moved to other locations, and the remaining bodies would have been taken for incineration.


  Getting the police involved would have meant blowing their own cover. So they’d pulled the bodies out of the cooler and left them on the floor of the room adjacent to it while others had helped grab virus samples and equipment from the lab.


  Whoever had designed the facility had cleverly included a self-destruct feature, natural gas valves hidden all over the building that could be quickly opened and fill the entire building with explosive fumes.


  As if they thought they might have a reason to quickly destroy everything in the building, including the contents of the lab and cooler.


  Yankee and Oscar had sprinkled magnesium thermite powder over the bodies to make sure they were thoroughly incinerated in the blast and resulting fire, leaving no trace. It was a morbidly logical decision, one that hadn’t set well with any of them despite the necessity of the grisly task. Their overall mission had to come first.


  They had to keep the scientists safe and give them as much support as possible to do their jobs to find a vaccine.


  Niner pulled the discussion back to their latest chore. “When are we leaving for our recon?”


  “Lima’s getting his stuff ready now. After you all eat breakfast, I want you in civvie clothes and fully armed. Omega’s been working on maps of the riot areas. You should be okay because they’re to the west of downtown, but it would seem a few pockets of violence have broken out here and there, one near Downey. Stay frosty and avoid those areas if you can, unless you get eyes-on visual contact with Dr. Perkins. You find her, you’re to grab her, no matter what, and bring her in.”


  Roscoe was still wiping pancake batter off his face. “Witnesses?” Niner asked.


  “Unless they’re interfering, try to take evasive action. No need to call even more attention to ourselves. Keep collateral damage to a minimum, but don’t hesitate to use whatever force is necessary to complete your mission.”


  “Roger roger.”


  After Papa left them, and Roscoe and Niner were sitting there, finishing their breakfast, Roscoe leaned in and dropped his voice. “Why do I get the feeling something bad’s about to go down?”


  “You always get that feeling before a mission.”


  “Am I wrong?”


  “I didn’t say that, but considering we’re the ‘bad’ in this case, I think it’s nothing to worry about.” Niner pointed at Roscoe’s ear. “You still got a little pancake there.”


  His partner wiped at his face, grumbling. “Goddamned Pandora.”


  “Hey, you shouldn’t have pissed her off.” Roscoe did not have good luck with women. They loved him, his handsome, caramel skin, brown eyes, and brown hair…up until the point he opened his damn mouth and started talking.


  “Tell me I was wrong!”


  “I didn’t say that,” Niner told him. “I just know enough not to piss off a redhead by talking smack about her friend.”


  Chapter Two


  


  It was nearly nine o’clock in the morning in Albuquerque. Reverend Hannibal Silo stood in his office and stared out over the Sandia Mountains to the east. Jerald Arbeid, his right-hand man, was already in the process of implementing a PR smear campaign against the Drunk Monkeys, to start spreading misinformation, rumors, and innuendos about the special ops unit. It had to be handled very carefully. Slowly. Gently. With far more than the usual amount of finesse required to pull off dirty tricks such as these.


  They would have to seduce the mainstream media into picking up the story that Silo wanted them to tell. That meant having to court bloggers and whackjobs first, start building the foundation of their PR campaign.


  Meanwhile, despite the loss of the Los Angeles facility, Silo hoped their plans would continue as scheduled. Unfortunately, despite careful monitoring, they’d still picked up no hints of new Kite infections in the areas where they’d sent the volunteers.


  Which was odd, to say the least.


  Not even their mole inside General Arliss’ office had heard any news. And he could access a wide variety of secret and classified information pertaining to Kite outbreaks.


  While Silo did his best not to express his frustration at Jerald, it was, frankly, pissing the reverend off.


  The whole point—especially now that the LA facility had been blown up and the experiment couldn’t be replicated—was to spread the Kite infection around to some of the most worthless of society, weeding them out sooner rather than later. Druggies, the homeless.


  If they’d gone through all that trouble, the expense, the risk, just to have the plan fizzle out, he would not be a happy holy man.


  In fact, he’d be decidedly unhappy.


  Very.


  While they couldn’t be sure, he suspected the damn Drunk Monkeys were behind his facility’s destruction, even though he couldn’t prove it. All they had were some inconclusive surveillance camera photos and video footage, and a partial hit in a facial recognition database.


  Far from hard, cold proof.


  And they didn’t dare raise too many waves with local law enforcement, who announced the fire was gang-related and let it go.


  They’d been sweating the fact that over a dozen bodies still remained in the cooler there, awaiting disposal, but, so far, no one had mentioned that little detail.


  Meaning someone had deliberately incinerated the clinic and made sure the bodies weren’t detectible.


  Again, Silo’s suspicion lay squarely on the highly skilled special ops military team, who were used to covering their tracks.


  The only thing that kept him from throwing a full-scale temper tantrum over this was that the Drunk Monkeys covering their tracks had saved his own ass in the process. At the very least, it had saved him a lot of aggravation trying to either deny knowledge of the facility’s operations, or trying point out all the details—which they of course had painstakingly created—that showed the clinic wasn’t actually affiliated with their church no matter what it looked like.


  In the future, he would be far more careful with their plans. Including using several more degrees of separation, and not trying to utilize subterfuge to make it look like an operation might possibly be affiliated with the church. He couldn’t afford the bad press, and he hated the extra stress and worry.


  He hoped that morning’s update from Jerald would finally include information on Kite infection pockets blossoming in the urban areas where their volunteers had been sent. That would soothe his troubled mind and raise his spirits immensely.


  Not to mention, active Kite pockets on US soil would make the news and make his church donations jump as people tried to get right with their maker.


  The knock on his office door made him flinch, even though he’d been expecting it. “Come.”


  He turned as Jerald slipped through his door and closed it behind him. “Good morning, Reverend.”


  “Well?”


  “I’ve sent the first round of communications out to our contacts to get the information campaign rolling.”


  “Cut the bullshit, son. You know what I want to hear.”


  Jerald cleared his throat. “No new reported Kite infections we can tie to our volunteers and their efforts.”


  Silo stared at him, trying to process what Jerald had just said. “Explanation?”


  Jerald shrugged. “I don’t have one, sir.”


  “Other than they failed.”


  “That would be highly unlikely, given how many we sent out. All the pilots reported the volunteers were safely delivered to their destinations. It is still early. It’s only been a few days. Sometimes it takes a week or more for symptoms to appear. And instructions to remain concealed and avoid detection by law enforcement were deeply embedded during the conditioning part of their training.”


  “I want you to contact our friends and have an outside contractor sent to the Los Angeles area.”


  Jerald frowned. “May I ask why, sir?”


  “Because we have reasonable certainty that the Drunk Monkeys are there, based on the evidence you showed me. If they are there, they probably have Quong and McInnis with them.”


  “But why, sir? I thought you wanted to continue the research with the staff we had at the LA facility. Yes, they’ll have to obtain new samples of Kite, but they can quickly replicate their efforts once the St. Louis stronghold’s lab is completed and fully functional.”


  “That can still continue. But if we have a chance to get our hands on two people from The List, even better. I’m sick and tired of waiting around. And what about my audience with President Kennedy?”


  “I’m working on that, sir. I’m waiting on a call back from her chief of staff. They’re understandably busy right now.”


  “I don’t care how busy she is. Remind her it would be unfortunate if her worldly troubles were expounded upon by personal crisis.” He waved his hand at Jerald. “Dismissed.”


  Jerald nodded and left him as Silo settled into his chair behind his desk.


  Silo had awoken in an unsettled mood that morning, one he usually didn’t have.


  He was used to instilling unsettlement in others, not feeling it himself.


  The Drunk Monkeys were more than just a thorn in his side. He suspected the men, loyal to General Arliss, would carry out their orders unless physically stopped.


  He knew Arliss would never recall them on his own without direct pressure from the president.


  This was one instance where he definitely did not admire Arliss for his sterling character. It meant he had no leverage against the man other than via the president.


  And if he tried to play that hand too often, it might likely backfire on him.


  Lord, give me courage, give me strength, but most of all, please give me the fucking lucky break I need to make this happen. Amen.


  


  Chapter Three


  


  Why the fark am I still in LA?


  Dolce Quinn stood bent over the fender of her beater, piece-of-shit Chevy and played with the ignition wires under the hood. She couldn’t afford anything better than the twenty-five-year-old Frankensteined solar-hybrid mess right now. It might be an antique, but it damn sure wasn’t a good one. Hell, it was as old as she was, and in far worse shape.


  She likely wouldn’t be able to afford much better than the piece of shit for the foreseeable future with the way things were going to hell in the world, either. And especially going to hell there in Los Angeles.


  The auto plant she’d worked at for over a year until six weeks ago had shut down. While she’d picked up the odd job here and there with her mechanical training from the military, what little money remained from the inheritance she’d received when her parents died, and from saving up her military pay while she was in the service, would run out in less than a year if she didn’t make a change. She didn’t want to dip into her savings for anything but the basics of staying alive, if she didn’t have to.


  Maybe it’s time to think about re-enlisting.


  It certainly wasn’t the first time the idea had crossed her mind.


  Then her thoughts turned to the riots she’d heard about on the radio, and the way shit was inexorably rolling downhill and gaining speed in the rest of the world, and she thought better of that idea.


  At least if she had to, she could pack her bags and bug out of the city, away from people in general. Head north, toward Canada. Take the 5 all the way through Washington state. Buy a tent and some other camping equipment and a fishing pole, and snag a little place near a lake or stream. Build herself a small cabin to keep her out of the snow in winter. Hell, she’d excelled in wilderness survival in the service. How much harder could it be than that?


  Then she could hunker down until the world decided how it was going to end.


  Los Angeles was doomed, there were no two ways about it. Between the increasing violence and rumors of the growing threat from Kite, anyone who stayed behind better be armed to the teeth. Even the rich folks holed up in their fancy, protected compounds in the hills around the valley wouldn’t be able to keep themselves safe if large enough mobs attacked.


  Law enforcement? What a joke. They were desperately outnumbered. Increasingly, they were completely outgunned as well.


  Maybe I could get myself hired on as a bodyguard and maintenance tech for some rich person.


  She had the skills there. Her marksmanship scores in the service made her eligible for a sniper team, had she wanted to stay in.


  She had not. And that was a couple of months before TMFU hit.


  Her best friend from basic and mech school training, Karlee, who had opted to stay in for another tour, had been shipped out to Manila as support staff soon after China’s attack.


  Then, just before Christmas, Karlee had e-mailed her that they were sending her and some other mechanics to South Korea to help with the civilian evacuation logistics there.


  The last time she’d heard from Karlee was two weeks after New Year’s, reporting about the growing threat of Kite, and how scared she was.


  And then…nothing.


  When Dolce had gone to the library and sent an e-mail to Karlee via official military support a month ago, the system had almost immediately returned a code of 8210.


  Serviceman status unknown.


  Which was the bullshit way of saying they had no clue where Karlee was, but she likely wasn’t breathing, and they hadn’t officially classified her as dead…yet.


  Sitting there and reading the screen had filled Dolce with sadness. And more than a little anger. She’d begged Karlee not to reup, to leave with her. Come to LA and move in with her and Sarah.


  But Karlee had been sending her pay back to her mother and little brother outside of Boston, and didn’t want to leave them in the lurch.


  The only reason Dolce hadn’t left LA sooner was her own job, Sarah, and the random hope that maybe, just maybe, Karlee would contact her at their last known address.


  Goddammit.


  Dolce finally coaxed the recalcitrant vehicle into starting and running in solar mode. Fortunately, she wasn’t planning on going very far, just over to the Torquada district. The brewery there was still up and running, from what she’d heard. Maybe they needed people. There were some auto shops over there as well, and even some commercial fleet repair facilities for larger vehicles. One of them might need help.


  She’d do anything, as long as she had a chance to work.


  


  * * * *


  


  When Dolce returned to the apartment she shared with Sarah and two other women later that afternoon, she still didn’t have a new job, although a foreman at the Carlkilney brewery took down her name and said he’d short-list her for any new positions based on her mechanical skills.


  Sarah, Colleen, and Desiree weren’t home, which meant she could have the shower all to herself and use as much hot water as she wanted without worrying about someone else needing to get into the bathroom.


  Sad when an uninterrupted shower’s the only pleasure I have to look forward to.


  The four of them living in the tiny two-bedroom, one-bath apartment made for close quarters sometimes. But since they were all too busy working to worry about entertaining, it wasn’t like they were lacking for space or privacy.


  Dolce had served in the military with Sarah, who’d gotten out three months before Dolce had fourteen months earlier. Colleen and Desiree were women Sarah had met while working at CaliTeleSatCom. When Sarah had offered to let Dolce room with them after her enlistment ended, it wasn’t a difficult choice for Dolce to make. Dolce had no close family. She’d grown up in a state foster facility in Ohio after her parents died in a flu pandemic when she was thirteen. None of her scattered aunts or uncles or cousins on either side of the family could afford the extra financial burden of another child.


  I might be able to convince Sarah to leave the city with me.


  In the military, Sarah had been an electronics specialist with their fleet repair unit. Right now, Sarah, Colleen, and Desiree were fighting a losing battle in their jobs at CaliTeleSatCom to keep LA’s telecommunications and sat-link infrastructure up and running. With the riots doing more damage to the systems every day, the three women had been working double shifts, along with their other coworkers, trying to stay ahead of the electronic carnage.


  Maybe Colleen and Desiree would come with us, too. The other two women hadn’t served in the military, going straight to a tech school after high school to enter the work force with a job that paid marginally better than minimum wage. They didn’t have any survival training to make a life in the wilderness, but if they wanted to learn, she and Sarah could teach them.


  When Dolce finished her shower, she took stock of their grocery situation. They’d been living on bean and lentil soups with vegetables, and the occasional meat they could afford, for the past several months.


  With the four of them pooling their money, they could keep the electricity on, pay the rent—which fortunately included water—and keep food in the pantry.


  Colleen and Desiree shared car expenses, and Sarah paid them gas money.


  Still, that left them all very little at the end of the month.


  Dolce knew if she moved out, the women could likely find another roommate to fill the void. But Dolce’s personal opinion of the future status of LA was that it was doomed.


  She put together a pot of beans to simmer on the stove. She knew the other women, who were supposed to have tomorrow off, had planned to try to hit a couple of grocery stores that night on their way home to see if they could find any good sales on chicken.


  Dolce couldn’t remember the last time she had beef or pork.


  Of course, if I move out somewhere in the woods, I could hunt as well as fish. Have meat whenever I wanted.


  That being predicated on Dolce finally making up her mind to abandon the city for good, with or without her friends in tow.


  And she really hoped they’d all three be in tow. She couldn’t imagine Colleen and Desiree surviving on their own once the city finally devolved into complete anarchy, and that wasn’t an if, but a when. Sarah had a chance of survival if she stayed in the city, considering her marksman skills. Hell, she could have gone for sniper certification if she’d wanted to stay for another tour.


  The other two women, to the best of Dolce’s knowledge, had never even fired a gun before, much less weren’t proficient in any other kinds of self-defense tactics other than basic urban survival from growing up just outside of Los Angeles. Neither had any close family in the city they could move in with, either. Another reason the four women had become close friends, in addition to roommates.


  They were basically adopted family to each other now. The only thing close to “relatives” that any of them had. Dolce didn’t want to abandon them if she could avoid it, but she refused to stay in Los Angeles and become target or a victim.


  She’d take her chances alone in the wild, if she had to.


  


  * * * *


  


  The other three women still hadn’t arrived home by six. That wasn’t exactly cause for worry, especially when Dolce knew they’d planned to try to shop for groceries.


  But seven o’clock rolled around.


  And then eight.


  As the minutes ticked by, Dolce’s worry grew. None of them had burner phones, much less regular cell phones. They couldn’t afford a landline in the apartment.


  Dolce didn’t even know where to start looking for them. When they’d left that morning, they’d mentioned they were being sent to Glendale to work on circuits in a large connection facility there. She knew they drove to a central work yard outside of Downey to pick up a work truck, or join another work detail there, but she wasn’t very familiar with that area and didn’t want to get herself stranded with no way of getting home again other than walking.


  With the unsettling quiet in the apartment too much for her to stomach, Dolce turned the radio on in the living room and found that the music station they usually listened to was broadcasting news.


  “…We repeat, authorities are asking citizens to stay away from the areas of Culver City, Inglewood, and Hawthorne. New Los Angeles International Airport has enacted a temporary ground stoppage due to poor visibility from smoke from fires caused by the nearby riots. If you are in the area, authorities are asking you to remain inside your home, keep all windows and doors locked, and the curtains drawn. Do not leave your home. California Governor Martin has issued an official state of emergency decree, and martial law has been declared in the greater Los Angeles area. Unless you are going to or from work, or have a health emergency, there is a curfew for all residents from 9:00 p.m. tonight until 5:00 a.m. tomorrow morning…”


  Feeling sick to her stomach, Dolce turned off the radio. They lived on the fourth floor of a six-story apartment building. If she looked out her window, she could see the distant glow and smoke from the fires to the northwest.


  She went to the bedroom she shared with Sarah and pulled her locked storage box from under the bed. Inside lay two nine-millimeter handguns, six spare clips that were also full, and four hundred rounds of ammunition. Technically she shouldn’t have them in California without a permit, but since she was former military, if she was ever caught with them, she could show her marksman certification endorsement on her official military ID and would be let go with a slap on the wrist and an admonishment to get a license for them.


  She preferred not to do that. She’d heard too many stories of people in LA getting their licenses, and then getting robbed soon after, their guns stolen from them. Dolce didn’t know what it was like in other parts of the country, but someone locally was obviously using that information to their advantage.


  She double-checked one of the guns, tucked it into a holster, and clipped it to the inside of her jeans, her T-shirt pulled down over it. With one of the extra clips stuck in her back pocket, she double-checked the locks on the door, turned off the lights in the apartment, and sat in front of the window looking west to watch the distant fires.


  And she tried, unsuccessfully, not to worry about her friends.


  Chapter Four


  


  Dr. Riley Perkins sat on a bench just outside the library in La Habra, her fingers flying over her laptop’s keyboard. It was precariously balanced on her lap as she frequently glanced around at her surroundings. She hated being out in the open, but she worried if she went inside the library that her image might get captured on security video.


  No way could she allow that to happen. She didn’t know what kind of facial recognition software they might be running, and even with a surgical mask covering the lower half of her face, it wasn’t worth the risk.


  She’d seen a message on their secret shared server, supposedly from Quong and McInnis, that they were hiding in the Los Angeles area.


  She wasn’t sure she could trust it.


  Frankly, she didn’t trust anyone anymore.


  She couldn’t afford to.


  The only reason she was there today was something on the news had caught her attention. A local clinic of some sort, apparently run by a large church, had been burned down by gangs a couple of days earlier. Eclipsed by the violence and destruction from the riots, it had quickly fallen off the top news feeds.


  If she wasn’t mistaken, from what little she’d sleuthed out online in a couple of medical forums, it seemed based upon the personnel who’d been solicited to work there that they might have been trying to develop a Kite vaccine.


  Now all she had to do was find someone in that church to contact. If they really were working on a vaccine, maybe they’d give her anonymous sanctuary in exchange for her helping them out. It could be the break she and her fellows on The List needed to stay safe from the governments who wanted to apprehend them. Wasn’t there some sort of sanctuary provision in many religions?


  She wasn’t sure, because religion was definitely not her forte.


  Finding a vaccine to stop Kite’s march across the globe was her only goal. Fixing the fuckup she’d helped create in the first place.


  Dammit, I was an idiot.


  She’d fallen for North Korea’s scheme to get her there hook, line, and sinker. By the time she’d landed in Pyongyang, she couldn’t back out of the project without risking her life.


  Then again, North Korea would have carried out their project regardless of whether or not she’d participated. At least now she had a chance to help turn the tide. All of them did.


  Before it was too late for the human race to recover.


  The Church of the Rising Sunset had a larger satellite church facility down in Mission Viejo, but that was nowhere near where she was. And that particular facility didn’t have anything in the way of available contact information other than a phone number on the main church website.


  She damn sure didn’t want to place a phone call to them. That would put her at too much risk of discovery.


  What she wanted was a way to e-mail the church, to find someone in administration to talk with anonymously until she could verify her suspicions were correct in the first place. It looked like they were creating a dozen or so “Celebration Stations” around the country, as the church called them in their online descriptions. To Riley, on satellite pics they looked like nothing more than fortified compounds in which to ride out the growing waves of violence and the oncoming advance of Kite into the continental US.


  Whatever.


  She didn’t care what they were doing, or why, or what the hell they called them, as long as they were working toward a Kite vaccine, too. All she cared about was securing a lab for herself and bringing in her fellows, if possible.


  Then again, the church had a pretty vast TV network.


  Maybe that’s the answer.


  Maybe she needed to contact one of the church network’s “reporters” and try to get the information out that way. If she could spread the word about how Kite the virus and the drug came to be, and that there were people who had a shot at creating a vaccine for the virus, maybe she and the others on The List wouldn’t just disappear to never be heard from again.


  She didn’t dare respond to Quong and McInnis yet. Not until she could verify they’d actually been the ones who’d sent the message in the first place, and she wasn’t sure how to do that. If it was a fake, and the government was onto her being in the LA area, she didn’t dare reveal to them where she was.


  For the first time in her life, she was glad she was alone. No family to worry about, either because of Kite or because of governments using them to try to get to her. Ironically, she missed her little adopted family of people from The List. Despite their heinous purpose, they’d grown close as they banded together for survival and to attempt to derail the project without their handlers discovering their plans.


  She didn’t miss what they’d all done in terms of creating Kite the virus, but that was why it was vital they reunite and fix this. They’d been so close to a reliable vaccine and mutating Kite to a nonlethal form, but with Kite now randomly mutating in the wild, they’d need to study all available samples to find the common connection.


  She knew they could do this.


  They didn’t have a choice.


  Now it was a matter of figuring out how to touch base with the church.


  Maybe I should learn a little about praying.


  She searched the church’s main website and finally hit upon looking on their discussion forum for parishioners. That allowed her to track down one Jerald Arbeid, a forum moderator. When she ran a search on his name, she discovered he was the assistant to one Reverend Hannibal Silo, head of the Church of the Rising Sunset.


  Bingo.


  She hoped he kept his e-mail info up to date on the forum. Pulling up an anonymous e-mail account, she fired off a quick message to him, choosing to use a direct and ballsy approach.


  I know what secrets you were hiding here at your Los Angeles facility. At least, I suspect what you were doing based on what I’ve dug up. You’re looking for a Kite vaccine.


  I can help you, but I need a favour in return. You put me in a lab with your virologists and promise to give me the church’s protection, and I’ll help you. And I might be able to get hold of some of my colleagues from The List as well.


  But we need a guaranteed safe harbour in return. We were used by the North Korean government, forced to create Kite. And we need to make sure the whole story gets out there to the world so people don’t think we were willingly doing what we did. In our defence, we tried to stop them, but we were interrupted. You promise to tell our story over your network, we’ll help you develop the vaccine.


  If you require proof, I can tell you exactly how and where Dr. Phe Quong got himself and his family out of South Korea, and where they went. You can verify it through customs records. Respond ASAP.


  She didn’t sign her name. Either he would reply, or write her off as a crackpot. She felt badly about offering to give up Quong’s last known location, but if Quong really was in Los Angeles now, hopefully he’d moved his family from Australia, too.


  Before she could get her computer shut down, she noticed an alert that she’d received an e-mail in an account she never used anymore.


  Curious, she took a peek.


  The headers were a jumbled mess she suspected she wouldn’t be able to trace. The subject simply read Greetings.


  Dr. Perkins, I’m a friend of Doctors Q and Mac. They are in the area and said to remind you about the mac and cheese. You can reply to this e-mail address. It is secure.


  Bubba.


  She stared at the message before finally gathering her wits and shutting down the computer. Now nervous, her heart raced as she looked around and shoved the laptop into her backpack. She shouldered it, hurrying away from the library in the opposite direction of the rooming house where she was staying. She didn’t want to risk anyone following her back there.


  The mac and cheese comment was something only someone on the team would know. A joke she’d made early on when they were complaining to each other about the lousy food in Pyongyang.


  She’d said she would have killed for mac and cheese.


  The normally serious and stern Quong had uncharacteristically made a joke the next time Riley walked into the lab with McInnis. “There are Mac and Cheese now.”


  It had become a silly tension-breaker they’d used the rest of their forced tenure together.


  So either they really had sent the message on the server, or someone had forced that little tidbit out of them, or out of one of the others, to lull her into a false sense of security.


  Either way, she wouldn’t make a decision right that minute. Right now, she needed to plan where she’d go from here.


  Chapter Five


  


  Jerald had struggled not to run all the way to Reverend Silo’s office. He had to wait until the reverend had finished his meeting with a Congressman from Georgia, who was there to deliver his monthly payment.


  Silo had incriminating videos of the married father-of-three church deacon picking up a transvestite prostitute on five different occasions in Atlanta. The same prostitute. Someone who, each time, had filmed the session for Silo.


  The Congressman was also on a few important committees.


  Needless to say, he was also firmly in Silo’s pocket.


  When the Congressman left, Jerald entered, closing the door behind him. He almost didn’t catch the thick envelope of cash that Silo tossed to him.


  Silo frowned. “What’s got you so riled up?” A grin blossomed across his features. “Did our volunteers and their special payloads finally show up?”


  “No, sir. Even better.” He didn’t bother with euphemisms. He detailed his e-mail exchange with someone he suspected might be either Dr. Riley Perkins or Dr. Peter McInnis, based on the language and structure of the e-mail. “They were the only two native English speakers on the list. My gut instincts are it’s Dr. Perkins.”


  Since starting this venture, Jerald had practically memorized every single person on The List, their vitals, their history, their education, their entire lives, any writings or personal correspondence he could get his hands on. If it was out there to be known about them, he knew it.


  Silo’s grin faded. “So what do you propose we do?”


  “I want to divert our outside contractor in the area to find him. Or her. Whoever it is. Get them positioned so that once I talk this person in, we can get them before they can change their mind. Violence is escalating in the LA region. The riots are growing worse and spreading every day. I suspect it won’t be long, maybe two weeks or less, before it’s all-out war in that area.”


  “Hmm. Yes, that’s true. All right, fine. Divert their efforts. Do not tell our friend in Arliss’ office about this, though. I don’t want him knowing all of our secrets. I also trust you will impart to whomever you have handling this situation how very imperative it is that this person be brought in without telling our contractor exactly who they are or why. It wouldn’t do for them to start a bidding war with others to obtain a more profitable return on the investment of their efforts.”


  “Of course.”


  “Let’s prepare a couple of canned messages to go out via commercial airwaves, too. Video and audio. Squeeze every last cent we can out of our parishioners in LA before the entire valley basin is turned into a smoking crater or overrun by Kite.”


  “This afternoon?”


  “Tomorrow. I want Mary there with me on the videos. Didn’t you say her presence always leads to an increase in donations?”


  “Usually, sir. That’s what our numbers show.”


  “All right. Meet me at the house tomorrow afternoon, then, after lunch, to pick us up. I’ll give my driver the day off.”


  “Very good.”


  


  * * * *


  


  When Jerald left, it was all Silo could do not to stand up and shout hallelujah at the top of his lungs.


  We finally caught a fucking break.


  It had to happen eventually. He knew if they hung in there long enough that it would.


  Looks like Jerald will redeem himself for his short-sightedness about the LA project’s logistical failures in security.


  To be fair, part of that wasn’t Jerald’s fault. Part of it was just dumb bad luck.


  At least, that was what Silo hoped.


  Everything he knew about Jerald showed Silo that he was loyal, hardworking, and totally devoted to the church and Silo’s plans.


  He chewed on his lower lip for a moment.


  Isn’t he?


  Maybe he’d need to take a closer look at his assistant. Maybe these “oopsies” they’d been having lately were more than just bad dumb luck.


  He tried to clear that thought out of his brain. No, Jerald was loyal. Damn sight more loyal to him than Mary ever could have been.


  But how do I know?


  Hell, if Jerald was going to turn on him, he could have done it a long time ago. Siphoned off money from some of the accounts and left. Implicating Silo in anything corrupt would mean implicating himself by default as well, because usually Silo’s name was nowhere to be seen on a particular project, while Jerald’s fingerprints, literally and figuratively, could be found everywhere.


  No, he’s loyal. I cannot allow myself to be eaten away by doubt and paranoia at this stage. Look at some of the great examples of that, and how poorly they’d done as a result. Hitler, Stalin. Turned on their closest advisors instead of listening to them.


  Silo took a deep breath, held it for a moment, then let it out again. He’d go by what he knew for certain—that over the years, Jerald had proven himself time and again. This was the first time they’d ever engaged in such a dramatic, crucial venture before. There were bound to be a few missteps as they sailed through uncharted territory. This wasn’t setting up a mission station in a backwater shithole of a pigsty.


  This was setting himself up to get elected President of the fucking United States.


  He smiled, reassured. Yes, Jerald was loyal. To a fault. He would keep him close and watch him, but not let himself fall victim to negativity.


  If I ever change my mind about him, I can always correct things then.


  For now, he’d watch.


  And wait.


  Chapter Six


  


  By the six the next morning, Dolce had dozed for a couple of hours on their fifth-hand sofa, but the other three women still hadn’t returned.


  Even though Dolce didn’t want to, she turned on the radio and walked over to the west-facing window.


  Smoke hung like a heavy pall over the city, thick, cancerous. In the distance, the fires still raged.


  The announcer was listing more official decrees issued overnight.


  “…All California National Guard members are to report to their nearest barracks immediately for activation, by order of the President of the United States. All law enforcement and other public safety employees are to immediately report to their respective headquarters for duty. If you are unable to get to your usual headquarters, report to the nearest one. Los Angeles County remains under Martial Law until further notice. Unconfirmed reports from local hospitals place the number of dead due to violence from the riots at over seven hundred and rising, with the number of wounded at nearly six thousand…”


  Dolce ran a quick mental inventory. She could pack her car and be gone in less than an hour. Head east toward San Bernardino, then up toward Palmdale, Bakersfield, Fresno… Go north, stay away from the 5 and the coast. Stay to the east of Sacramento.


  She damn sure didn’t want to head east toward Las Vegas. She’d heard that place was a ghost town unless you were active military or uber rich. Or a criminal. People had mostly deserted it in favor of Reno over the past thirty years, between not being able to afford to gamble or afford to travel to the former desert paradise in the first place.


  There were a lot of places she’d never been in her life. Places she’d never expected to go, especially once she left the military. Now, she could go.


  How long do I wait?


  She couldn’t aimlessly roam the city in search of her friends. Not without risking her own safety in the process. She felt horrible about that reality, but getting herself killed when her friends might be safely hunkered down in a protected utility building bunker wouldn’t change a damn thing.


  Sarah had a good head on her shoulders. She of all people could help the other two women stay alive, if they listened to her and heeded her advice.


  She also knew Sarah carried a concealed gun on her at all times, even though they hadn’t told the other two women about any of their weapons.


  By two o’clock that afternoon, with no word from any of her friends, Dolce took a risk and went upstairs to Mark Pantieri’s apartment. The recently retired LA county fireman had cable TV, a phone, and Internet access.


  When she knocked on his door, he didn’t immediately respond.


  “Mr. Pantieri?” she called out. “It’s Dolce Quinn, from downstairs. We’ve talked before and I gave you a ride to the grocery store that time a few weeks back. Can I please talk to you for a minute?”


  “What do you want?” he finally called out through the door.


  She didn’t want to broadcast it to the whole building, in case anyone there decided to try to break in since she was alone. It was a pretty decent building, all things considered, but times were rapidly growing tougher by the day.


  “I’m sorry to bother you. I need to borrow your phone and look something up on the Internet.”


  “That’s it?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Hold on.” She heard the door unlock, but it didn’t open.


  Finally, “Open the door slowly, and keep your hands out in front of you when you come in.”


  She felt nervous tension ratcheting tight inside her chest. Even more slowly than he’d probably intended, she turned the knob and kept both hands up as she bumped the door open with her hip.


  He was standing across the room, a pistol-grip pump-action shotgun in his hands and pointed at her chest. “Close it,” he said. “Lock it.”


  Nudging it shut with her foot, she reached behind her and snapped the lock. “I have a handgun in my waistband,” she said. “If you want to hold on to it while I’m here, fine, but please give it back to me when I leave.”


  That drew a laugh from him. He lowered the shotgun. “If you were planning something bad, honey, you wouldn’t have told me that. Now, why are you really here?”


  “That is why I’m really here.” She told him about her three missing roommates, his expression darkening as she finished.


  “Wow. Okay. I think I know where the CTSC facility is in Downey. Come here.” He led her over to his small table, where an ancient-looking laptop occupied a corner of the surface. “It’s not the fastest or newest computer in the world,” he said as he sat, “but it works, and it’s sat-linked.”


  With his fingers racing across the keyboard, he pulled up a map of the area and zoomed in. “Here,” he said. “That’s where they likely go. That’s the CaliTeleSatCom fleet and logistics operations facility for this area.” The satellite view showed a large two-story building surrounded by a huge fenced compound with a fleet of trucks and work vans parked inside the perimeter.


  “Is there any way to look up a phone number for that building and call it?”


  “Let’s see.” After some more tapping, he frowned. “No, nothing publicly listed, but don’t worry. I have contacts.” He grabbed his phone and made a call, gesturing to her to bring him a notepad and pen that lay on the counter.


  Someone answered. “Hey, Eddie? It’s Mark Pantieri. I need a quick favor.” He detailed what he was looking for, got put on hold, and then jotted four phone numbers down a moment later. “Thanks, I appreciate it.” He hung up. “Friend in dispatch. He looked them up for me from the fire inspector’s database.” He called the first number on the list, looked a little confused, then tried the second number.


  His look of confusion turned to concern.


  She stood there, arms crossed over her chest, trying not to let her imagination race too far ahead of whatever the facts would reveal.


  By the time he unsuccessfully tried the fourth number, he slowly set the phone down and looked at her. “You have other weapons in your apartment? Firearms?”


  She nodded.


  “Get them. Keep them on you. Keep them loaded, safeties off.”


  “What? What’s going on?”


  “Any of those numbers should have worked. I’m getting a fast-busy tone that means the numbers are not working because of circuit troubles. All four of them. Those numbers were verified and current as of a month ago, so that’s not the problem.”


  “The riots?”


  “We’re only a few miles from that facility. The lines shouldn’t be interrupted between us and them. The fires and stuff are on the far side of the facility, several miles past that.” He turned to the laptop again and started pulling up webpages, until he found what he wanted. “What’s that one girl’s name, the one you served with. Sarah?”


  “Sarah Tacherson.” Dolce spelled it out for him. “Why? What website is that?”


  “They’re slow in removing people from backend access now. Your government at work. I can still get into the system. I was a district chief and had full access to casualty reports.” He typed some more. “They’ve already got unofficial casualty lists compiled through the EOC.”


  “Casualties?”


  “Calm down, that means injuries or deaths, not just deaths.”


  “What’s the EOC?”


  “Emergency Operations Center.” He paused, skimming through the entries. “Okay, her name isn’t on here.”


  “That’s good, right?”


  “Not necessarily. If she isn’t on there yet it could mean they’re backed up, or they didn’t find her ID on her—” He seemed to snap his jaw shut on his last word.


  She didn’t need much imagination to hear the word “body” even though he hadn’t spoken it.


  “What about the other two girls?” he asked.


  She gave him Colleen and Desiree’s names.


  Also no entries.


  “So I can’t relax, but I shouldn’t panic yet, right?” she asked.


  “Right. Look, go pack a bug-out bag for yourself, leave them a note that you’re up here with me in case they return, and come back up here.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I suspect that we’re going to be hunkering down for the long haul. I think you and I would do better together than either of us trying to tough it out alone if it gets really bad, really fast. Unless you don’t want to come back up here.”


  “I do want to come back up here,” she quickly said. She wasn’t an idiot. Someone with Mark’s experience and connections could be a valuable ally.


  If nothing else, he had firepower, and he didn’t seem afraid to bring it into play for self-protection.


  “You have wheels,” he said, echoing her thoughts, “and I have firepower and contacts that can get us into safer locations outside the city when we’ll need them. Neither of us can afford to go this alone right now. I’m willing to work together if you are, kiddo. I’ll watch your six, and you watch mine.”


  She stuck out a hand. “You got yourself a deal.”


  They shook.


  


  * * * *


  


  Dolce couldn’t argue with his logic. She returned to her apartment and packed. It took her nearly an hour to gather everything together. She also made two trips, because she went back to her apartment to get food to bring up and share with him. No reason letting it go to waste.


  She didn’t know if it was a good or bad thing that she could now see what was happening on the other side of the city through Mark’s TV. One of the local channels had actually gone off the air, their feed replaced by a static screen displaying their station’s logo and the message Having technical difficulties, please stand by.


  “Been like that over six hours,” he said. “Their transmitter is over in La Habra, but their studio building is near Culver City. I think they got taken out.” He changed to another channel.


  “Can I tell you something?” she asked.


  “Considering it looks like we’re going to be partners for a while, I would encourage it.”


  “I was thinking about leaving the city.”


  “I agree wholeheartedly with that plan. I’d be gone already if I had a car and no bum hip. These damn elevators ever give out, I’m screwed. I can get down, but getting back up here will be a bitch and a half.”


  “Then why did you stay here?”


  “All I can afford. Paid it off years ago when my wife died. Used the insurance settlement.”


  “Oh.” She knew some of the apartments in the building were privately owned, but hadn’t realized his was one of them. “I’ll warn you now, my car can be cranky. It’s still running, but I can’t guarantee how long I can keep it that way.”


  “Hmm. Then let’s keep that plan as our Option B. I don’t want to give up on your friends just yet.”


  “Neither do I, but I’m a realist, unfortunately. I’d rather be alive and grieving them than dead here in the city.”


  People died. Her parents had died. Friends had died.


  Karlee had likely died.


  “I hope you don’t mind I’m not that great a cook,” she said to divert her attention from her morbid line of thought.


  He laughed. “Kiddo, I was a firefighter. I can cook for us, don’t worry.”


  They spent the afternoon talking and watching TV and forming what Dolce was quickly thinking of as their escape plan. While none of the TV reporters discussing the riots had said it yet, Dolce was beginning to wonder if there weren’t Kiters in that mess and the authorities were hiding the information to prevent a widespread panic.


  From the footage she was seeing via international news outlets on Mark’s TV, footage she hadn’t seen before, the rioting in Los Angeles eerily resembled footage of the mobs shown in countries like India and Pakistan, which were already overrun by the virus.


  Dolce checked on her apartment a couple of times throughout the evening, grabbing her pillow when she made her last check at eleven before returning to Mark’s apartment.


  It felt good not to be alone, even through her worry over her friends, who still hadn’t appeared on the EOC’s casualty list.


  The phone numbers for the work yard remained out of service, too. Despite his contacts, no one could give Mark solid information on whether or not the facility had been destroyed, or if it was simply a matter of overloaded circuits.


  Mark sat up in his recliner and watched the news while Dolce stretched out on his couch and tried to get to sleep.


  If things kept deteriorating at their current rate, they would have to make their decision to leave soon.


  Dolce hoped she found her friends first. She didn’t want the additional burden of feeling like she left yet another person behind just to have them die.


  Maybe that wasn’t the realistic way to look at things, but Karlee’s absence had left a hole in her heart she didn’t know how to mend. The last thing she wanted was to add to that loss.


  Chapter Seven


  


  Roscoe and the others came up empty on their recon of the library at Downey, despite spending a couple of hours canvassing the area. Trying to nail down a possible hideout for Dr. Perkins would be next to impossible. Private residences, boarding houses, and apartment complexes dotted the area.


  The next morning, Quack was added to their numbers. Roscoe kept his mouth shut regarding his comments about Ak the day before. Especially around Quack and Lima.


  He did not need to incur an ass-beating from the men, and knew either of them could and would readily give one if necessary.


  It was bad enough Pandora had pancaked him.


  The six men headed out on their recon in two vehicles, Lima and Quack riding with Echo and Omega, who drove the lead car. Omega had been raised in LA and was more familiar with the area than any of them. They all were equipped with two-way radios.


  Niner drove their car. “What kinds of signals are you looking for?” Roscoe asked Lima over the radio.


  “Sat-link signal. She’s been using a hacked ID out of public Wi-Fi access points. Same couple of locations. Mostly libraries. Especially in La Habra and La Mirada. But once Bubba picked up the signals, he figured out what looks like her usual rotation schedule. She’s liable to hit the library near Norwalk this morning, if she follows her pattern.”


  They drove through the area first, scoping it out. A lot of old houses, some businesses, a mix of newer apartment buildings, maybe less than thirty years old. Likely once a more affluent section of the valley, it had long ago seen better days.


  “Why libraries?” Roscoe asked.


  “Because they have a strong enough signal she can access them from outside without going in and risking being caught on security video. That’s my guess. And she can access the signals from outside when the buildings are closed. Usually they don’t turn off the sat-link after hours.”


  “Oh.” That made sense.


  “Heads up,” Lima said. “We’re close to the library.”


  The two drivers split up, taking different routes to circle the block where the library sat. Roscoe carefully studied pedestrians and anyone standing outside the building and smoking. “Do we know if she smokes?” he asked.


  “She doesn’t, according to Sin and Q. But if she’s smart enough to hide what she’s doing, she’s likely smart enough to pretend she’s smoking as a way of sitting outside and not drawing any undue attention to herself.”


  “Roger roger,” Roscoe said.


  They picked two different places to park at opposite corners of the building so they could survey all sides. Quack, Roscoe, and Echo left the cars and took up shaded seats on planters in front of the structure. They each had small tablets they pretended to read.


  After a couple of hours, they didn’t see anyone who fit the bill.


  They had, however, heard a couple of gunshots to the west of them. Not close enough to worry about, but close enough to take note of.


  “How long we waiting?” Echo asked Lima.


  “She never uses it in late afternoon, according to Bubba. We’ll give it another hour.”


  Roscoe stood when he felt a tremor rumble through the ground. Around them, pedestrians stopped, or in some cases ran, depending what building they were close to at the time.


  Within seconds, the tremors stilled.


  “Fucking earthquakes,” Roscoe said. “Pain in the ass.”


  Omega laughed at him over the radio. “That was nothing, Brooklyn boy. You scared of a little one or two? I’ve ripped farts stronger than that.”


  “No, they’re just a pain in the ass. I went through basic at Camp Pendleton. Felt them all the goddamned time.”


  Ten minutes later, Lima’s excited voice sounded over the radio. “Get back to the cars. Now. Bubba said he picked up her signal at the La Habra library.”


  They all bolted for their respective vehicles as Omega led the way. But by the time they reached the library in La Habra, there were no signs of her anywhere.


  “Dammit,” Niner said. “We need more bodies. I know Papa doesn’t want to spread us too thin, but we need more eyes covering more locations if we’re going to find her.”


  “Let’s return to base,” Omega said. “We’ll regroup and put together a new plan.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Dr. Riley Perkins sat outside the La Habra library as she contemplated the second message she’d received overnight from the guy calling himself “Bubba.”


  He’d been able to tell her things only Quong and McInnis, or any of the others on The List, would know about their time spent together in North Korea.


  Her gut instinct told her he was on the level, but she knew she couldn’t be too careful.


  It also made her glad she’d decided not to go over to Norwalk today, as she originally would have.


  Time to change things up a little.


  Well, she’d like to think that was the reason. The truth was, she’d heard there had been some reported pockets of violence just to the west of Downey, in South Gate, and she didn’t want to risk the trip on foot or on a bus.


  Now she was torn between reaching out to the mysterious Bubba, or following up with the e-mail she’d received overnight from Jerald Arbeid.


  Yes, absolutely, our network does want to tell your entire story. And yes, there was a team working on a Kite vaccine in secret. They were afraid if the public knew what they were doing that people might storm the facility, looking for a vaccine that wasn’t ready yet. Unfortunately, the lab was destroyed by the riots before they could complete their work. We can provide you and your colleagues and their families safety, as well as a fully equipped lab to work from.


  How can I contact you to discuss this further without putting you at risk?


  He didn’t sign his name. She noticed the e-mail, while listed as being from Jerald Arbeid’s account, filtered through several anonymous servers on its way to her. It would be difficult for anyone to track it back to him. He could easily claim someone spoofed his e-mail address.


  He’d said all the right things, though.


  If she had a chance to be on the run, or be set up in a permanent lab, she’d choose the lab, hands-down.


  Especially if it meant getting out of the LA area.


  After all, why wouldn’t she be able to trust a church as large as that one? She’d researched them. They’d done a lot of good over the years, helping to fund medical missions overseas and even in impoverished American cities. No, they weren’t as large as a medical charity like CMI, but they had a proven track record.


  It’s sad when I have to try to decide who’s less likely to fuck me over, the government, or a church.


  The US government, unfortunately, had a proven track record of fucking people over. Canada was a little better, but not by much. She’d thought about turning herself in to Canadian authorities, just to try to get herself into a research lab. But she worried that the scope of the devastation following China’s response with nuclear weapons might make Canada rethink their “no extradition for the death penalty” protocols.


  She couldn’t take the risk of sitting in a cell somewhere in legal limbo, either.


  That wouldn’t help anyone.


  Then again, it was a church, for chrissake. She could easily go to them, and then if she didn’t like the setup she could slip away. She’d acquired two other fake passports, one South African and one Belgian. She could walk away from the church and disappear into the night, literally, and move on.


  I think that means I’ve made my decision.


  Staring at her laptop screen, she found she couldn’t type her response yet, either.


  Her gut churned, unsettled. This was the same kind of feeling she’d had—and ignored—after being contacted by the North Koreans in the first place. That little voice inside her, filled with disquiet.


  And look what happened when I ignored that the last time.


  Indeed.


  Okay, one more day won’t make a difference.


  She was shutting the lid on her laptop when she both heard and felt a rumble that startled her.


  It startled her even more when she saw pedestrians stopping and looking alarmed, even running from buildings that were more than a story tall. Obvious fear widened their eyes over the tops of their surgical masks.


  She shoved her laptop into her backpack and shouldered it, standing, turning to a guy who had stopped walking.


  “What’s going on?” she asked.


  “Earthquake.” But the rumbling and noise had subsided, and as people relaxed, they started moving again. The man relaxed, too. “Mild one.” He continued on his way.


  She’d never felt an earthquake before.


  Now she had another reason to hasten her departure from the area. A devastating earthquake decades ago had changed the California coastline, between land sliding into the sea and tsunamis flooding what was left of the coast.


  Maybe the area was due for another “big one.”


  If so, the last place she wanted to be was there.


  Time to think about moving.


  She retrieved her laptop from her backpack and fired off a quick e-mail to the guy from the church network.


  Tomorrow. La Mirada library. Ten AM. I’m Dr. Riley Perkins. Have your guy wear a black shirt and stand out front by the round planter.


  Then she shut the laptop down, put it away again, and boogied.


  Chapter Eight


  


  That afternoon after returning from their unsuccessful recon mission, Niner and Roscoe sat at a table in the dining room with Omega, Echo, Quack, and Lima, and discussed their logistics about searching for Dr. Perkins. Both Q and Sin had given the men several facts they could tell Dr. Perkins, if necessary, that would help her believe who they were when they located her. Things only those of them on the team would know from their time in North Korea.


  If they located her. That was still a pretty big unknown, in Niner’s mind. While none of them wanted to abandon the mission, they realized that if the city’s condition deteriorated before they found her, leaving might be their only alternative. Sacrificing the team and the two scientists they’d already recovered was not an option.


  Not in the slightest.


  When Pandora, Clara, and Ak walked in, Niner was studying the map on the tablet on the table between the six of them when he felt the room tremble.


  Pandora let out a cry, which startled Niner and the other men. Ak and Clara, however, appeared unfazed by the tremor. All six men turned to stare at the woman.


  “It’s okay,” Ak told Pandora. “Just a little earthquake. Not even a big one.” Sure enough, seconds later, it stopped. “Just like earlier.”


  “That’s nothing,” Clara said.


  Pandora looked totally freaked out. “Shouldn’t we, like, I don’t know, get the hell out of here? I mean that’s like two earthquakes in a couple of hours!”


  The other two women laughed. “Nope,” Ak said. “Not for a little one like that. One like that likely won’t even make the news.” Her expression sobered. “Especially in light of what else is going on right now.”


  “This doesn’t concern any of you?” Pandora not only looked freaked out, her voice had taken on a shrill, sharp edge.


  Clara snorted. “If you’ll recall, you guys met me at a town located at the base of a volcano. Yeah, this is nothing. We used to feel little tremors all the time in Colima.”


  “Volcano, huh?” Ak asked, looking intrigued. “That sounds cool.”


  “It was. Hopefully I’ll get a chance to show you around there some day.”


  “I’d like that.”


  “It’s a pretty place—”


  “That was a farking earthquake!” Pandora shrieked.


  “Whoa, snowflake,” Roscoe said. “Take it down a few decibels. We’re all right here and would like to keep our hearing, thank you very much.”


  Incredulous, she stared at them. Then she threw her hands up in apparent disgust and turned, storming from the room.


  Clara laughed. “I guess she was pretty sheltered in Chicago, huh?” she asked the men.


  “More than she thought,” Niner said.


  “Screw you!” Pandora yelled from down the hall. “Asshole!”


  The men chuckled. “Tango and Doc have their hands full,” Niner said. “She’s feisty.”


  “She’ll need to be,” Omega said. “Especially with what we’ll likely be dealing with in the future. She’s never had to really need serious survival skills before.”


  “I’d say she’s handled herself pretty well,” Echo countered. “Look at Mexico. And before, in Australia, she’d almost gotten herself free when Tango and Doc found her.”


  “Yeah,” Roscoe said, “but then Tango got exposed—”


  “Shh,” Niner quickly said, tipping his head toward Ak. He knew she had to still be raw from the recent deaths of her brother and aunt, not to mention her own experience of being exposed to Kite, along with Quack, and having to go through the nerve-wracking waiting process.


  “What?” Roscoe asked, as emotionally clueless as usual.


  Niner knew he saw a side of Roscoe that no one else got to see. The man was intelligent, maybe even too smart in some ways. He had a knack for languages few others did. Besides fluently reading, writing, and speaking Russian in spite of his thick native Brooklyn accent, Roscoe had also started trying to learn Korean from him. And Roscoe did have a sensitive side.


  A small, well-camouflaged one, but still…


  Unfortunately, what most people saw of Roscoe was the painfully blunt man who apparently had a knack for saying exactly the wrong thing to the estrogen-enabled gender.


  Too late. Ak stiffened a little at Roscoe’s comment and did an about-face, heading out of the common room after Pandora.


  Clara tsked and shot Roscoe a look. “What the hell is wrong with you, dude?” She took off after the other women.


  Roscoe looked confused. “What’d I say?”


  Roscoe was less than a year younger than Niner’s own twenty-eight. “Dude, no wonder we never get laid. You open your farking mouth and talk. Maybe just speak to them in Russian so they don’t know what the hell you’re actually saying.”


  Even Omega and Echo were shaking their heads at Roscoe. “Son,” Omega said, “I ain’t ever seen a boy look as handsome as you who could run women off as fast as you do, without putting any effort into it at all. Most men have to work a little to scare them off the way you do.”


  Roscoe looked genuinely clueless. “What’d I say?”


  Niner shoved his chair away from the table and pointed at the tablet. “You stay here. I’ll be right back.”


  “Where are you going?”


  “I want to make sure we aren’t going to get murdered in our sleep by three pissed-off women,” he muttered.


  “What’d I say?” he heard Roscoe ask again as Niner headed down the hall.


  Christ. At this rate, the apocalypse would come and go before they ever got laid again.


  He found the women downstairs, standing just outside the garage area. Clara was trying to comfort Ak while at the same time reassuring Pandora that the damn building wasn’t in danger of coming down on top of them.


  Fortunately for him, Clara’s glare couldn’t shoot high-caliber ammo in his general direction.


  Otherwise, they’d be playing Taps over his body already.


  “Look, he means well. He’s just—”


  “An idiot?” Clara asked.


  “A fucking asshole?” Pandora asked.


  “A clueless jerk?” Ak added.


  “Yeah. When it comes to women, he’s all those and more. I would have made him come apologize himself, except that—”


  “We’d kill him?” Clara asked.


  “Well, there is that.”


  “Why don’t we just send him to Russia?” Pandora asked. “Or better yet, China? He could singlehandedly turn their female population against all mankind.”


  “He’s not that bad,” Niner said.


  All three women crossed their arms over their chests and gave him that look.


  The one that told Niner he was glad he could ask their men to rein them in and not castrate him or Roscoe in their sleep.


  Or, him, at least.


  At this point, he was willing to let them castrate Roscoe.


  Hell, he might volunteer to help hold Roscoe down for them.


  Chapter Nine


  


  Jerald arrived at the Silo residence a little before one that afternoon. The reverend had worked from home that morning rather than having to return home to collect his wife later. When the nurse let Jerald in, he found that Mary Silo sat in her usual waiting spot in the living room, her unfocused gaze pointed in the general direction of the TV in the corner. Old children’s cartoons played on the screen.


  “Good afternoon, Mrs. Silo.”


  “Good afternoon, Jerald,” she said after a brief pause that lasted long enough he wasn’t sure at first if she’d heard him or not.


  Wow. She’s really out of it.


  He was about to say something else to her to make polite conversation when Reverend Silo emerged from his room, working on adjusting his tie. “Sorry to keep you waiting,” he said. “Ready?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Silo turned to Mary. “Let’s go.”


  Like a ghostly apparition, she slowly arose from her chair and drifted in their wake to the front door.


  Today, they were filming the promotional videos. All Mary had to do was sit there, smile and nod on cue, and keep her mouth shut.


  Jerald always felt uncomfortable around the woman, especially over the last few weeks. If she knew all their secrets, would she still be such a happy, devoted wife?


  Then again, she had to already know a lot of their secrets. Lately, the reverend had talked more openly in her presence. Jerald assumed that wasn’t any of his concern, but it still unnerved him a little.


  Jerald also didn’t know exactly what was wrong with her. He knew a lot, based on her number of doctor’s appointments on the reverend’s calendar over the years, but he didn’t pry.


  That wasn’t his job.


  Right now, he felt like he wasn’t doing his job very well. He also felt like he’d failed the reverend with the way the Los Angeles Preachsearch project had abruptly terminated, apparently without a satisfactory result, either. Considering the secrecy requirements for many of their projects, he felt like he was absolutely useless in some respects, unable to plow forward the way he wished he could. But that might prove foolhardy if the wrong people found out certain details about those particular projects.


  Currently, he eagerly awaited word about Dr. Riley Perkins from the team he’d sent to Los Angeles. If they could get her, that would be a massive coup. And if word should leak out that the church had her in their custody, they could spin the story to say that she was sick and tired of being a government shill. Didn’t most Americans host unhealthy—and completely untrue—conspiracy theories about what the government did?


  Then again, what the government had secretly done, or planned to do, was usually far worse than any of their conspiracy theories.


  The church would only be saving Dr. Perkins. Rescuing her and the entire human race from the brink of extinction.


  Dear faithful, please send your money to help keep her safe, and help her save humanity.


  Amen.


  Yeah, that would work. He’d learned early on to quit underestimating the gullibility of people. If they tugged at the right heartstrings and said the right things, and appeared to be humble enough while doing all of that, people tripped all over themselves to toss money at them. Sometimes conveniently withdrawn on an auto-debit system from their bank account every month.


  Because Jerald was picking them up today, they didn’t need Silo’s regular driver, Henry. It also meant they could talk in private. Mary Silo rode in the backseat while Silo took shotgun.


  “Still no word on our volunteers, I take it?” Silo asked.


  “No, sir, but I have good news.” He relayed the message he’d received from Dr. Perkins.


  Reverend Silo grinned. “Excellent. You do have someone in place, I take it?”


  “The small contractor team, yes.”


  Reverend Silo looked happy to hear that. “Good news, son. Good news indeed.”


  Jerald breathed a sigh of relief. He could hold off giving the reverend the not-so-good news. That someone had already started waging a PR war of their own.


  Pro-Drunk Monkeys.


  He didn’t know who was behind it, but it had started with a blog piece by someone he’d never heard of before, and who wasn’t one of his usual contacts.


  Now things were spiraling out of hand—in the favor of the Drunk Monkeys.


  He’d seeded their own stories, yes, but it looked like someone had anticipated this step and was already ahead of them. They’d have to work fast and quickly not to look like the information coming out against the Drunk Monkeys was something planted by the US government to draw attention from them.


  “To address another subject,” the reverend said, “I think I’ve narrowed down my choices from the Youth Corps files I’ve been perusing.”


  Jerald glanced in the rearview mirror, but Mary Silo’s gaze was fixed out the window. She looked like she was oblivious, in her own little world. If she’d heard her husband, she made no indication of it.


  “Yes, sir?”


  “I’ll have you a list of candidates by next week,” the reverend continued. “I want to start talking with them to make my final choices. I’m guessing that will not be a simple prospect, considering the state of transportation. Can we employ our private planes for that? Perhaps gather the prospects at the strongholds and let me speak with them there?”


  Another glance in the mirror. “I’m sure we can arrange that, sir.”


  “Excellent.” Silo nodded. “At least we can get the ball rolling on that. I suspect, considering the current state of Los Angeles, that it won’t be long before other large urban centers begin to fall. Especially if Kite takes off in them.” He shook his head. “I will be sorely disappointed if we spent all that money and effort to bring that about just to have nothing to show for it.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Jerald had a sick, growing suspicion that, somehow, their volunteers had not reached their intended final destinations. He didn’t know how they would have been stopped, and Macaletto had no insights about it either, yet it was an instinctive feeling. Like perhaps the carefully constructed castle they were building was slowly eroding around them, collapsing because they’d used sand instead of cement.


  Maybe he was wrong. He hoped so. He wanted to be the power behind the throne, so to speak. He had no desire for the limelight. He wanted to be a key participant nestled securely within the inner sanctum, his efforts making a difference.


  Changing the world.


  Getting rid of the kinds of people who’d plagued his life before he became Reverend Hannibal Silo’s right-hand man. Not a position he took lightly at all.


  But it had, over the years, allowed him the ability to instigate some overdue retribution, right wrongs done to him.


  He was happy with that. And would happily follow the reverend to the ends of the earth, even if it meant speeding along an apocalypse to do it.


  Chapter Ten


  


  The electricity in their apartment building blinked out a couple of times during the morning and early afternoon, fortunately coming back on again after a few minutes.


  Dolce wondered how long until it went off and stayed off.


  Permanently.


  Mark had a hand-crank battery pack that would power the TV or his laptop, or a radio, so at least they wouldn’t be totally out of touch with the world.


  As long as the world was there to stay in touch with.


  Something she suspected, in LA at least, wouldn’t be for much longer.


  “You look like you want to be pacing the halls,” he teased.


  “I’m sorry. I just…” She tried to relax. “Sarah and the others,” she finally said, knowing she didn’t need to elaborate.


  “I know. But I’m not sure what you want me to say. I think you and I both know the realities of life. If you want me to comfort you or bullshit you, I will, but we both know that’s a waste of time.”


  She didn’t know what she wanted him to say, either. “I wish I could risk going over to Downey to look for them.”


  “Honestly? I don’t think you should. If they were there and could get back here, they would. You might find their car there, but not likely them. If they had their car they probably would have returned home by now.”


  He didn’t speak her other line of thought, that maybe they weren’t alive to get to their car. But she knew he was thinking it just as much as she was.


  The news was reporting increased violence in various parts of the city, not just in the original riot areas. The EOC casualty report was growing by the hour, but her friends hadn’t made the list yet.


  During his searches on the Internet, Mark was finding more and more unconfirmed reports of people exhibiting Kite symptoms in the city. Nothing about that had made the news, of course, but it fed into Dolce’s suspicions.


  “I think we need to seriously discuss finalizing our plans for leaving,” he said.


  “We need supplies,” she said. “We can’t just hit the road without anything. We need a tent, camping equipment, something.”


  “Why don’t you go out and see what you can find before it gets too dark.”


  “Do you think it’s safe?”


  “It certainly won’t get any safer. Besides, tomorrow’s Sunday. A lot of places might be closed. Maybe get a couple of duffel bags, backpacks, some matches, flashlights, things we’ll need. A good filet knife. Fishing poles. Do you need any money?”


  “Not just yet. I will when we hit the road. I’ll save the receipts and we can divvy it up.”


  “You have your gun?”


  She patted the slight bulge under her shirt.


  She headed for the door. “Oh, something else,” he said.


  “What?”


  He laughed. “Get some damned toilet paper. I don’t want to wipe my ass in the woods with poison sumac.”


  She grinned. “I’ll do my best.”


  Giving a wide berth to any areas she’d heard had problems with violence, she’d managed to assemble a good number of things from their list. A tent, a couple of bedrolls, and some backpacks, from an Army surplus store.


  As she unloaded the car and moved her purchases into the lobby, she realized she hadn’t seen any other residents lately. There were a few empty parking spots in front of the building that had remained vacant all day.


  Highly unusual.


  It hammered home their situation. That it was not improving, and it would get worse.


  Dolce resigned herself to using the elevator, bringing everything in there for one load upstairs, breathing a sigh of relief when it made it.


  Mark opened the apartment door for her.


  “Hey, success,” he said as he helped her pull everything into the apartment.


  “Sort of. I couldn’t get over to the grocery store for trail mix and stuff. I’ll do that tomorrow.”


  “Yeah, don’t do it tonight,” he said. “It’s getting late, and I don’t want you out on the street.”


  She’d seen a couple of National Guard trucks heading toward the downtown area while she was out. The armed soldiers riding in them looked grimly prepared.


  I’m sooo glad I didn’t reenlist.


  Now more than ever.


  To make matters worse, there’d been a couple of small earthquakes during the day, nothing large, barely enough to blip the scale, but those invariably put people on edge when they happened.


  It would only make the problems in the city worse, adding additional strain to the already overworked police and fire departments.


  “Here’s my thoughts,” Mark said. “Tomorrow, make one final grocery run for basics. We then spend the day gathering whatever we can pack and fit in your car. Tomorrow evening, when it’s a little cooler, we’ll hit the road. It’ll be easier on the car, less traffic on the road. At least try to get up to Bakersfield before tomorrow morning. If we can make Fresno before stopping, even better. Spend the day there to regroup and take stock. Buy some food supplies to keep us going a couple of weeks. Then keep heading north until we’re out of California, at least.”


  “Canada?”


  “Maybe. I know a guy with a place in Montana. That’d be a good option, if I can find him.”


  “As long as it’s not here in Los Angeles, or near any other big city, I’m willing to listen to options.”


  “Then let’s try to get some sleep and talk about it in the morning.”


  Unfortunately, she suspected sleep wasn’t in the cards. She’d checked her apartment again several times and still nothing. Now she was sleeping on Mark’s couch. He’d gone to bed for the night, but she kept the TV on, volume turned down low and watching news reports about what was going on a few miles away.


  I hope leaving tomorrow isn’t too late.


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Sunday morning, Mary Silo sat in her usual place on the stage, off to the far side and mostly in the shadows, with Jerald next to her. She couldn’t care less about her husband’s sermon.


  It was just meaningless words. She knew the man.


  Knew the true evil he housed in his heart.


  If she paid attention to what he said, it might make her physically ill right there in front of the entire congregation.


  And she couldn’t have that at all. It might reveal her secret, if she did.


  She knew to keep her expression bland, to act as if she were in a clueless fog, hands still and demurely clasped in her lap.


  If she didn’t, no doubt Hannibal would suspect something. So far, neither he nor her nurses had caught on to the fact that she’d been weaning herself off her meds.


  She planned to keep it that way.


  Between her husband’s scheme to spread the Kite virus, and his goal of acquiring what amounted to child brides for some sort of demented harem he’d planned, she knew she had to risk whatever consequences came her way to try to put a stop to things once and for all.


  It was too late for her. But she wouldn’t idly stand by and let girls be used and abused by him.


  Other than her fear of her husband, Hannibal held no sway over her any longer. She couldn’t believe it took her so long to come to that realization, but she doubted her husband would release the college video he’d taken of her to the public. Not at this stage. It would ruin his reputation, not hers.


  She was nobody. She was just a woman.


  He was the one trying to keep a sanitized, carefully cultured image intact.


  Her parents were dead. She didn’t care what others learned about her past over thirty years earlier. She knew that while Hannibal personally handled all their banking, there was still money in her accounts, which had been left to her by her parents. She knew, because she’d checked.


  Enough money that if she could get away from her husband, she could survive on her own.


  If she could get away from him.


  Him, and that damn Dr. Isley. Little weasel of a man.


  She wasn’t sure what nasty evidence her husband held over the psychiatrist’s head, but it had to be horrible for him to go along with Hannibal’s schemes for all those years.


  Either that, or maybe he was just as evil as her husband.


  She didn’t know.


  She didn’t care.


  As she continued to tune out her husband’s narcissistic droning, she stared at the audience packed into the auditorium.


  She couldn’t bring herself to call it a church. It wasn’t a church. It was simply a way for her husband to enrich his bank account.


  It always had been.


  He wasn’t a man of God.


  He wasn’t even a man of Satan.


  He was Satan.


  And if she was doomed to spend her life in hell, by God she’d make sure that man spent it there with her.


  As always, when the services ended, Hannibal descended from his pulpit to the floor level to shake people’s hands and greet his sheeple, as he called them in private.


  She had practiced with the phone while in one of their guest bathrooms at the house. Hannibal only had video cameras in her bedroom and bathroom. He didn’t want to risk someone else accidentally discovering them if they were placed elsewhere. He couldn’t afford that kind of scandal.


  Mary now had the controls down pat. She knew how to use the phone’s voice recorder feature, and had tested it while talking with her nurses at home, unbeknownst to them. Within fifteen feet, it pretty much captured everything, even from her purse or inside her pocket.


  Meaning in the car, or in Hannibal’s office, or anywhere else she might find herself in close quarters with her husband and that creepy little sidekick of his, she could record their conversations.


  As she always did, she went to use the private washroom backstage once the service ended. Jerald stood outside to wait for her. While she was inside, she switched the voice recorder function on and slipped the phone into her jacket pocket.


  Hannibal never put his hands on her in public, never touched or hugged her, never even held his arm out to her for her to hold on to.


  Which meant he had about as much chance of accidentally discovering the phone in her pocket as he did suddenly having a change of heart and becoming a decent human being.


  Absolutely zero.


  When she left the washroom, she sat in one of the chairs backstage to wait, as she always did. When Hannibal emerged through the curtain a few minutes later, she felt her heart begin racing.


  Calm. Slow. Remember, you’re medicated.


  She blankly focused on the back side of the stage curtain. None of the technical crew was there, all of them up in the control room, or down in front of the stage with the cameras. It was just the three of them.


  “Excellent sermon, sir,” Jerald said.


  Hannibal smiled. “You should know. You wrote most of it.”


  “Yes, but only you could deliver it like that, sir.”


  Simpering little bastard.


  She felt painfully alive now, making it that much harder to pretend she wasn’t.


  Not when all she wanted to do was stand up and scream at Hannibal, or gouge his eyeballs out with her bare hands.


  But that might give away the fact that she’d stopped her medication. Not to mention it would only serve to give more credence to his story that she was fragile and unstable.


  He’d never given anyone a definitive diagnosis, so he could have the flexibility to weasel his slippery way around anything and use her “condition” as an excuse.


  It bought him sympathy and extra donations when he trotted her out on TV like a prized show pony.


  Hell, a pony probably got better treatment than she did.


  “Any news yet?” Hannibal asked him.


  “News?” Jerald didn’t look confused. He looked like he wanted to confirm her husband really wanted to have that particular conversation at that particular place.


  They’d been talking in greater detail around her lately. Which gave her more reason to believe Hannibal was up to something involving her as well. That maybe he wasn’t planning on keeping her around any longer than necessary.


  And if he was going to take her down, she’d take him down with her.


  In any way she could.


  Hannibal glanced around to ensure they were alone other than her. “The Preachsearch volunteers,” he clarified. “Any word?”


  “Eh, no, sir. Sorry. I don’t understand why, either.”


  “Maybe you need to start digging a little harder.”


  “I’m going to put in a call to our well-positioned friend and ask if he’s heard about any unusual domestic activities that might have cropped up.”


  Hannibal froze, looking like he’d just received bad news. “What? You said the pilots reported no problems delivering the volunteers to their destinations.”


  “Yes, sir, but upon further digging, I have also discovered that none of the pre-paid cards they were furnished with for expenses have been used.”


  “None of them?”


  Jerald shook his head.


  Mary forced herself to keep her breathing slow and even, to pretend she couldn’t hear or didn’t care about the conversation going on next to her. From the context, she guessed this had to do with their scheme to infect clueless idiots with Kite and drop them all over the country.


  Maybe someone finally took a shit in Hannibal Silo’s sandbox.


  She feigned a yawn to mask her grin.


  Hannibal, however, hadn’t even noticed. He was focused totally on Jerald and their clandestine conversation. “I want answers, son. This is unacceptable. Completely unacceptable.”


  “Yes, sir. I understand.”


  They’d started to walk toward the exit when Hannibal finally seemed to remember Mary. She never stood until he called for her, and she didn’t this time, either.


  “Mary,” he snapped. “Come on. Move it.”


  She slowly stood, as she always did, and drifted her way over to the two men.


  “I think Dr. Able overdid the medication a couple of weeks ago,” he said to Jerald. It’s like she’s too loopy in the other direction now. I’m going to have to talk to him again.”


  She kept her eyes focused on the floor, as she usually did when walking behind her husband. Inside, she silently giggled with joy. He didn’t suspect anything was amiss with her that was of her own doing.


  Good. He won’t be expecting it when I take him and his empire out at the kneecaps, either.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Roscoe and the others changed tactics the next morning. They added four more men to the recon team, spreading out among the four most common places Dr. Riley seemed to use, all of them libraries. Papa wasn’t fond of halving their unit at the safe house, but agreed if they were going to find and bring her in, they needed more manpower dedicated to the effort.


  Roscoe and Niner, along with Lima and Quack, had ended up drawing the La Habra library. As they left the safe house a few minutes after seven that Sunday morning to go set up their surveillance, they noticed more smoke in the distance, but a little closer than the day before.


  “I don’t like the looks of that,” Roscoe said.


  “Doesn’t matter. We have a job to do.”


  “I don’t like the idea of getting overrun when it’s just the four of us.” Roscoe and Niner had drawn the short straw on vehicles, getting a cranky truck neither man liked to drive, a diesel that had seen better days, with a barely functioning solar hybrid engine. And it was low on diesel fuel, with no gas stations in their immediate area selling diesel. It had an extended cab with a full backseat, about the only good thing the men could say about it.


  “We’ve faced worse odds,” Niner said.


  “Yeah, but against people we were pretty sure didn’t have any kind of weapons other than rocks and sticks. This is LA. I’m betting some of the gangs have rocket launchers.”


  “Then I suggest we don’t find and piss any of them off.”


  When the four of them reached the library and scouted it out, Roscoe drew the short straw and had to stand out in front of the library first, including wearing a surgical mask over his lower face. He sat in the little puddle of available shade on a round planter there, staring at his tablet. “I really shouldn’t have picked a black T-shirt for today,” he mumbled over the radio. “It’s farking hot.”


  “Suck it up,” Niner told him. “Civvie duds, remember? It was either this or camo, and we didn’t have time for laundry.”


  “Yeah, yeah, I remember. It’s just damn hot in the sun is all.”


  An amused-sounding Lima piped up over the radio. “A little time in a posh safe house, and suddenly he’s a prima donna.”


  “Fuck you,” Roscoe shot back. Although yeah, the safe house, compared to some of the places they’d stayed in the four years since their unit was formed, was like a five-star hotel.


  Hell, anywhere they’d stayed with a roof over their head and indoor plumbing was posh by their standards. Electricity and a lack of deadly bugs or reptiles would elevate it to three-star status by default.


  The school’s lab made it the perfect place, although he suspected with the way LA was heading, it wouldn’t be long before they were forced to leave. With or without Dr. Perkins.


  They swapped out watch duties between the four of them. When Roscoe’s turn came up again at nine-thirty, he felt himself on edge. A couple of times, they’d heard gunfire. Not close enough to make them abandon their station and leave the area, but close enough he was glad he had a concealed nine millimeter in his waistband.


  He also felt watched, in a strange way he couldn’t explain. Other library Wi-Fi patrons had come and gone throughout the morning, but he would have sworn he saw the same guy walk by twice.


  He jumped when somewhere to their west, maybe only a few blocks away, he heard a distinctive thwump followed by a fireball and smoke rolling up toward the sky.


  “Fuck! What the hell was that?”


  “Sounded like an explosion,” Quack said.


  A woman came running up to him from that direction, and it took him a second to realize as she pulled down her surgical mask that she was the woman they were looking for. The forty-two-year-old woman’s long, natural blonde hair had been dyed dark brown and chopped short, but the hazel eyes were the same.


  A surge of adrenaline shot through him. “Dr. Perkins?” he asked.


  She nodded. “Can we please go? Now? I don’t know what that was, but it scared the hell out of me, and I think those men are following me!” She glanced over her shoulder, and there were three men now running in their direction, including the one Roscoe had spotted earlier.


  “Roger roger.” Roscoe grabbed her arm and started running with her toward where Niner was waiting just around the corner in the truck. “Got her!” he yelled on the radio. “Coming in hot, three bogeys on our tails. Drop your wang, gang. Time to fly.”


  A flurry of radio traffic from the other three men burst into his ear as Roscoe drew his gun and turned.


  Yep, the three men were definitely after them. He popped off three shots in their direction while barely slowing, enough cover fire to make the men duck and giving him and Dr. Perkins time to get around the corner.


  He heard a squeal of tires from behind them that he suspected were Quack and Lima roaring in from their vantage point across the street and a block over, down a side street. Niner had their truck running, passenger door open.


  Behind them, another pop-pop-pop of gunfire, followed by return fire.


  Roscoe practically picked Dr. Perkins up and tossed her into the cab as he dove in behind her, covering her body with his. The force of Niner taking off made the passenger door swing shut.


  “Hold on, doc!” Roscoe yelled, trying to keep his arms around her. “It might get rough.”


  Niner plowed through an intersection, to the sound of tires squealing behind them. Roscoe looked to see Lima and Quack had spun their vehicle in a three-sixty now that they were on the move, and had headed back toward the gunmen.


  “Who the fark were those guys?” Roscoe asked her.


  “I don’t know! I’d come to the library earlier, waiting for you, but I saw them walk by and I wasn’t sure. None of them had a black T-shirt on. Then I saw yours and I knew.”


  Niner took a hard corner. “Hold on. This bitch drifts about as good as a brick, and I’d rather not roll her.”


  “Get in the backseat and get down,” Roscoe told the woman, boosting her over the front seat with one hand while turning to look behind them again. There was a vehicle after them now, a small red two-door. “One on our ass, Niner. Hit the gas!”


  “This ain’t a farking Ferrari, asshole!” Niner yelled back. “Try laying down some cover, whydoncha?”


  He didn’t want to, because there were pedestrians around. “Buckle up, doc,” he yelled at Dr. Perkins, reaching for his own seat belt and rolling down the window. “And stay the fuck down!”


  The car drew closer and Roscoe took a shot, mentally counting his rounds left in the mag. It was a lucky shot, punching a hole in the windshield and making the car swerve, buying them time to get around another corner and down the street.


  “Lima! Quack! Where the fark’d you go?” Roscoe screamed over the radio.


  “On your six, trying to catch that fucking little red car.”


  “Move it!” The red car rounded the corner, the passenger apparently kicking at the windshield and trying to dislodge it so the driver could see. The red car’s driver took the corner wide and sideswiped a truck parked along the curb, but only clipped it enough to slow it down.


  “Turn left!” Roscoe yelled. “Now!”


  They powered through the turn as Roscoe saw Lima drift around the corner behind the red car in a squeal of tires and smoke. As the red car was going to come after them, Quack opened up with a carbine from the passenger window, making the driver swerve and miss the turn to follow them.


  “Punch it. Now,” Roscoe said. We can lose them.”


  “What part of ‘this bitch don’t move’ did I not make clear to you?” Niner yelled back. “It’s a fucking solar.”


  Roscoe searched the dash and hit the button for the diesel crossover, his heart coming up into his throat when the engine hitched and coughed before catching and picking up again.


  “Fucking asshole, you wanna drive?” Niner yelled at him.


  “No, I want you to drive!”


  “Are they gone?” Dr. Perkins asked from the backseat.


  “I don’t know yet,” Roscoe said. “We need to take some more evasive action.” Even though they’d headed west and north and appeared to have shaken their pursuers, they couldn’t chance being followed.


  “I have to go back to my room and get my research,” she said. “I hid the thumb drives. I didn’t want them on me in case the wrong people got me.”


  Fark, it couldn’t ever be easy, could it? “Where’s it at?” Roscoe asked her.


  She gave them an address in south Santa Fe Springs, just north of Norwalk, which was actually on the way back toward the safe house from their present location.


  “Okay. We’ll get there, in and out. You need anything else, we’ll come back for it later. Got it?”


  She nodded. Niner took evasive action, several more turns and twists that got them out of the area. Roscoe didn’t like that there appeared to be even more patches of fresh smoke breaking out across the city, and closer than before.


  Something hit him, now that they weren’t being shot at. He looked over the back of the seat at the scientist. “What’d you mean by my black T-shirt?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Dolce and Mark were up and watching the TV at dawn Sunday morning. Despite martial law and the curfews, violence was starting to spill over from the western half of the city.


  “Okay, let’s finish packing before you go out,” he said. “Get everything ready and by the door. When you come back, we’ll make one trip down. I know you don’t like the elevator, so I’ll ride down it, you take the stairs. Park by the front door and we’ll load and go. Be out of here well before dark. Okay?”


  “Sounds like a plan.” By eight o’clock, she’d helped him get everything ready, and they ate breakfast.


  “Do you need anything out of your apartment?” he said.


  “Yeah, but I’ll grab it on my way back up,” she said. “One last trip.” She didn’t want to add the silent prayer that she hoped maybe, just maybe, her roommates would have returned by then.


  She knew better.


  Voicing it would only make her sad. And angry.


  She headed out, breathing a sigh of relief when the car started without trouble. She had almost a full tank of gas still, getting by on the solar as much as possible. She was relieved to see the grocery store closest to their building was open.


  When she walked in, however, she realized it’d already been picked over pretty well. She hit three more stores with only marginally better luck in a lengthening radius that made her ever more nervous the farther she traveled from the apartment.


  Maybe I need to just go back, get Mark, and leave.


  They had food they could take with them. Hell, they’d both been in the military and eaten grosser things than green beans cold from a can. Not like that would kill them.


  She opted to try one more store, even though it was uncomfortably far from the apartment under the worsening conditions. It wasn’t on the main bus route that ran through the neighborhood, so maybe it wouldn’t be quite so picked over.


  Trying not to look over to the west, where the fires had covered the horizon with smoke, she focused her attention on the street ahead of her. It would suck if she got into an accident now, when it looked like escape was doable.


  She also tried not to think about venturing toward the CTSC yard in Downey. It was just a couple of miles away, at this point.


  A couple of miles closer to the riots.


  Who am I kidding? I’m no hero.


  As part of a military unit, sure, she could fight. But she hadn’t been in infantry. She’d only gone after the marksman classification because she’d been good at it and it gave her a little more pay at the time.


  She damn sure couldn’t take on a mob alone.


  When she arrived at the store, she was glad to see they had a slightly better selection in the way of nonperishables, but not much. Enough that, combined with what they had, it would last them a couple of days, easily.


  Feeling a little more relieved, she returned to her car with her purchases and dumped them in the trunk. They’d organize it all later when they packed it. Then she got behind the wheel, turned the key…


  And swore up a blue streak that the damned thing wouldn’t start. Even switching it over to gas mode didn’t help.


  Fark.


  She popped the hood and got out, bending over the fender and hoping it was just a loose ignition wire like it had been the other day. Probably because she was deep in thought, busy trying to diagnose that problem, that she wasn’t paying attention to anything else. Like how there was a noise niggling at the corner of her mind, maybe something she should be paying attention to, but wasn’t. Like maybe why there was a sudden rush of people getting the hell out of the parking lot.


  When she finally popped her head up to look, she heard the thwump and saw the fireball head skyward not far to the west.


  “Oh, fuck!” she whispered. Now she knew what that other sound was, people yelling, screaming in the distance. And the gunfire sounded louder and more frequent.


  Closer.


  Not a single damn siren to be heard anywhere.


  “Come on come on come on!” she screamed at the car as she leaned under the hood again.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Your T-shirt,” Dr. Perkins said. “And you were at the planter. That was the code I told Jerald Arbeid in the e-mail I sent him. How I’d recognize you.”


  Roscoe exchanged a brief glance with Niner before turning to look at her. “Uh, you want to back up, lady? What e-mail? We’ve got Q and Sin—Dr. Quong and Dr. McInnis—back at our safe house. We’ve been trying to find you and bring you in to safety.”


  She looked downright terrified now. “You aren’t the men the network sent?”


  “Network?”


  Another fireball exploding just blocks to their left caught them off guard. Niner had to swerve to avoid a car that pulled out in front of him and took off because he’d been distracted looking toward the explosion.


  “Dammit, we need to get back to the safe house right now,” Roscoe said. “We’ll have to come back for her shit later.”


  “You think I don’t know that—oh, fuck!” Niner slid to a stop, traffic ahead of them backed up, too.


  A few blocks beyond that, what looked like chaos.


  “Back up!” Roscoe screamed at him. “Go go go!”


  “What’s wrong?” Dr. Perkins asked.


  “Get back down, doc,” Roscoe said. “We’re not in the clear yet.”


  Niner made a U-turn and veered off that street onto a side street, reversing their course. They’d have to head farther east before going north again.


  And then, as they came up on a grocery store plaza, the engine coughed and died.


  “No no no no no! Motherfucker!” Niner pounded on the steering wheel before coasting the truck into the nearly deserted lot.


  “Switch it to solar! It’s out of farking fuel.”


  He switched it, but still the engine didn’t want to catch.


  “Shit!”


  There was a woman standing at the only other car parked there, the hood of her car up, her focus to the west.


  When Roscoe opened the door and got out, he saw—and heard—what had her keen attention.


  A mob was closing in, likely heading for the store.


  “Shit! Hey, lady! We’re out of diesel, but the solar switch won’t take!”


  “No good, mine’s gas. Farking full tank, too, dammit. Ignition’s farked.” Carrying a small tool bag, she ran over toward their truck. “Pop the hood.”


  “What?”


  “I’m a mechanic. Pop the farking hood.”


  She yanked the hood up as Niner got out, sidearm drawn as he stared toward the west. “You think you can get it started?”


  She tossed him her keys. “Get my shit out of the trunk, please. I’ll get it started.” She glanced at him. “Move it! They’ll be here any minute!”


  He and Niner both ran to grab what was a paltry amount of groceries out of her trunk. They were relieved to hear the truck rumble to life as they returned, throwing her shit in the bed of the truck as she jumped into the backseat with Dr. Perkins.


  Roscoe ended up behind the wheel this time, and as the first of the mob hit the edge of the parking lot, he was flooring it and heading away, out the east exit.


  Niner looked through the back window. Dr. Perkins was crying. “Oh my god!” she whispered, sounding sick. “There’s Kiters among them, I think.”


  Behind them, in the rearview mirror, Roscoe saw a couple of National Guard trucks pull up in front of the mob and begin firing on them, driving them back.


  Then they turned the corner and the parking lot was out of sight.


  “Alpha Mike Foxtrot,” the woman muttered as she pulled down her face mask and stared out the back window at the carnage disappearing behind them.


  “What?” the doctor shrieked at her.


  “AMF,” Niner clarified. “Short for adios, motherfucker.”


  Roscoe didn’t have time to ponder if their new passenger was former military or not. Wasn’t the first time he’d heard that slang, but he could never remember hearing it from a civvie who’d never served.


  Dr. Perkins’ voice bore the shrill edge of panic. “So who are you people if Arbeid didn’t send you for me?”


  “We told you,” Niner said, taking over since Roscoe was concentrating on them not dying in a wreck or running into another mob, “we’ve been looking for you. The other two docs already with us told us all about North Korea and the camp commander and the local magistrate—everything. We’re trying to gather as many of you as we can together in one safe place so you guys can develop a vaccine for this crap.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Dolce considered herself a pretty quick study of situations. The lady looked terrified—even with the surgical mask covering the lower half of her face—for reasons other than the clusterfuck behind them. About a second or two from being batshit crazy with fear, if Dolce had to guess. The men were hot and hunky, and likely former military, from their builds and that they actually knew what the hell she’d meant when she’d muttered that phrase.


  Maybe they boogied from the National Guard. AWOL, or maybe just out of the regular service.


  Then she actually finished processing what they’d said about a vaccine and it slammed home.


  This is not shit I want to be a part of.


  “Look, can you take me back to my apartment?”


  “Not yet,” the driver said. Brown eyes peered at her over the top of his surgical mask, and he sounded like he’d just jumped a subway train straight from Brooklyn. “We need to get her safe first. Then we’ll get someone to take you home.”


  “We can’t let her see,” the green-eyed passenger said.


  “Shit,” the driver muttered. “Blindfold her.”


  “Who, me?” Dolce asked.


  “Yeah, you,” Brooklyn shot back, not taking his eyes off the road. “Not the damn Queen of England, lady.”


  “Why don’t you blindfold her, too?”


  “She’s supposed to be with us,” driver said. “You were not. Blindfold, and lie down on the seat, or I stop this truck and we part ways right here.”


  Right here was not exactly where she wanted to be, minutes from the mob and miles from home.


  Fuck.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Dolce suspected she didn’t have a choice, other than to go along with the men. It was that, or get dumped out of the truck where they were and finding her own way back.


  Not an option she relished. Especially when she didn’t know exactly where the mobs were, or if she’d be able to get back to her crappy car and get it started again.


  Then again, considering she was pretty sure that was suppressive fire the weekend warrior boys had been laying down and not just defensive fire, maybe she didn’t want to go back to her car.


  I’d be better off stealing one.


  She let them blindfold her and she lay down on the seat, not bothering to try to peek. Hell, if they’d wanted to kill her, they would have done it already.


  About twenty minutes later, the truck slowed and she heard the sound of a gate being rolled open. The truck apparently pulled through and the gate rolled shut behind them again. They pulled into what sounded like a garage from the echoes the engine made. Then the driver shut the engine off and she heard the sound of a garage door rolling shut behind them.


  “Okay,” Brooklyn said. “You can sit up and take the blindfold off.”


  She laughed when she saw where they were. No other cars were parked inside the garage, just them and an RV. “Well, if you’d told me we were coming here, I could have saved you the drama and the trouble,” she said. Even though they’d parked inside the garage, she knew exactly where they were.


  The two men looked startled.


  “Guys, I did some work for the McCarthy School before they shut down. Worked on one of their busses.”


  “Dammit,” the driver muttered.


  The other woman still looked terrified. Dolce didn’t blame her.


  “So who are you people?” the woman asked again, the shrill edge of hysteria coloring her tone.


  A door on the far side of the garage opened and two men walked down the stairs. The other woman went from looking terrified to laughing as she shoved the passenger door open and ran around the front of the truck to embrace the two men.


  “I take it she knows them?” Dolce asked.


  “You’ve handled all of this remarkably well for a woman we sort of kidnapped,” Brooklyn said.


  “I don’t think it’s technically kidnapping if the person willingly goes with you rather than risking her chances with a mob,” she shot back, eyeing them. “Military, right?”


  The men exchanged a glance.


  She arched an eyebrow at them. “Dudes, listen. I was in until a little over a year ago. Apparently I got out just in time and missed all this crap.”


  “We need Papa,” the driver said. “He needs to talk to her.”


  “Going to tell you two up front that I’m armed,” she said. “And no offense, but I’m not handing it over. A little quid pro quo, here, since I saved your asses, okay?”


  “I’ll go get Papa and bring him down here,” the driver said.


  “You do that, sunshine,” she told him, reaching for the door handle. She got out and leaned against the side of the truck. “I’ll stay right here until you bring him back.”


  After giving the other woman a stick test, she and the two men had disappeared back into the school. The passenger tossed her a test kit. Dolce stuck herself and held up the clear strip. Then she stretched and leaned against the side of the truck again.


  She hoped she was acting a lot more nonchalant than she felt. She strongly suspected these guys were SOTIF. She’d met a team of them once while she was in the military, and they had the same feel to them.


  If they were SOTIF, and she wasn’t part of their plan, it would be stupid easy for them to take her out.


  The only reason she’d told them she had the gun in the first place was maybe so they’d understand she wasn’t just a pushover who’d go quietly into that night, good or bad.


  She’d go kicking and screaming and hopefully covered in other people’s blood in the process, but going quietly wasn’t part of her plan.


  At all.


  The other guy stood there, a hand resting at his hip at what she knew was likely the butt-end of a concealed sidearm. She kept her arms crossed over her chest, nowhere near where her own sidearm was securely holstered in her waistband, and wished she had a way to contact Mark.


  She hoped he was okay. She didn’t want to leave him alone, but now she had no idea how to get him to safety with her car gone.


  I guess I could steal one.


  Not like anyone would be checking license plate violations with a riot on their hands.


  The driver returned a moment later, accompanied by four other guys. One of them seemed to be their CO, because he took the lead after they all descended the stairs and walked over to the truck.


  The two men bringing up the rear carried rifles, AR-269s, if she had to guess. Not pointed at her, but from their ready position across their bodies, she knew they would be faster draws than her.


  “I guess I owe you a huge thanks for saving their asses,” the lead man said.


  “You’re welcome.”


  “I’m Papa.” He extended his hand.


  She shook with him. “Dolce.”


  “They said you used to be in?”


  She nodded. “Yep. Mechanic.”


  “Family around here?”


  She struggled and won the brief inner battle not to think about Karlee, Sarah, or the others. “No family.”


  “So what’s your deal?”


  She eyed him. “Shouldn’t it be my turn to ask that question of you guys?”


  “Not when we have the firepower, no. You first.”


  Why the hell not? What could it hurt, and maybe they could help her. She quickly detailed her missing friends, and Mark, and their situation. As she did, she noticed the man’s body language relaxed.


  “Okay,” he said. “You want to play let’s make a deal?”


  “Depends on what you’re offering.”


  He smiled. “I like you. I think you’d be a good addition to our group. And you’re welcomed to bring your friend Mark, after I get a chance to talk to him first and feel him out to make sure he’s not going to rat us out.”


  “That sounds suspiciously one-sided in our favor. So I’m going to ask what’s the catch, and why are you worried about being ratted out?”


  “You have no idea who that woman is, or who those two other men you saw were, do you?”


  She shook her head.


  “What if I told you we have a damn good shot at coming up with a vaccine for Kite, and we’re under orders to protect the people working on that?”


  “I’d say you need to give me a little more of the story.”


  He did. Just enough to chill her to the core, but she suspected not the whole story.


  Now she leaned against the truck for support as she digested what he’d told her. “Holy crap,” she whispered. “That’s fucked up.”


  “No shit,” the driver said. “Why you think we’re pretty desperate to try to stay hidden?”


  Rolling it through in her mind, she knew she needed to join this group. It was the only logical solution, and might possibly be the only way they’d stay alive and get out of the city in one piece. “Okay. So I need to go talk to Mark and feel him out for you,” she said. “Although based on what he’s told me, I know he wants out of this city and might be a valuable asset for you guys.”


  “You think he might try to turn us in for the reward for those three?” Papa asked.


  “I doubt it. He’s retired and more interested in staying alive than he is in staying in his apartment, if that tells you anything. But I have a condition of my own.”


  “Okay.”


  “I want to go try to find my friends. You look like friend-finding kind of guys. Give me Frick and Frack here and a reliable vehicle to go take a quick road trip once Mark and I get settled in.”


  Papa lifted his hand to silence the two men when it looked like they were going to complain. “Road trip where?”


  “CaliTeliSatCom work yard in Downey. Either my friends are there…or they’re not. I’m really hoping they’re there and hunkered down. If they aren’t, and if no one there knows where they are, then I have no idea where they are and I won’t be able to track them down.” She fought back a stronger wave of sadness. “I don’t want to just abandon them without one last attempt. I’d like to make an effort to try to find them.”


  “You can’t call them?”


  She snorted. “Are you kidding me? We can’t even afford burners right now. And, oh yeah, duh. If I could have called them, don’t you think I would have?”


  “Com techs might come in handy,” one of the armed guys said.


  Papa seemed to consider it. “If they’re not there, what is your plan?”


  “To leave a note for them at the apartment,” she quietly said, “and hope they get out of the city okay.”


  Papa held up a staying finger and turned to talk to the armed guy who’d made the comment about her friends being com techs.


  When they finished their little talk, Papa turned back to her. “I can do you one better. If you don’t find them, I’ll give you a burner you can leave for them in your apartment, with a note and a phone number to call. Won’t be for us, it’ll be for a trusted contact who can tell them how to get to us. Or how we can get to them, if we need to extract them.”


  “You mean if you can extract them by then,” Dolce softly said. “Because by that point, no telling what LA might be like.”


  “You are a realist, aren’t you?”


  “What was your first clue? The fact that I chose a group of armed men I didn’t know over an approaching rioting crowd, or the fact that I’m willing to jump into this with you because I think that LA’s days are severely numbered?”


  Papa smiled and pointed to the green-eyed guy. “That’s Niner,” he said, and then pointed to Brooklyn. “And that’s Roscoe.” He glanced at his men. “You brought her in, so she’s your package. You know the drill.” He started to walk back toward the stairs.


  “Hey!” Roscoe said, taking a step toward their leader. “Don’t we get a say here?”


  Papa turned. “You need me to phrase it as a direct order and be an asshole about it?”


  Dolce snorted, her pride burning in a way it hadn’t in a couple of years. “I’m not that ugly, guys.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Roscoe turned back to her. No, ugly was one of the last things he thought when he looked at her.


  Scratch that, it wasn’t even on the list. Was she movie-star gorgeous? No. But those kinds of women didn’t exist outside of the movies anyway. He liked his women real and rugged and able to stand on their own feet.


  So far, Dolce seemed to fit that bill perfectly, from what little he knew about her. Her brown hair was just long enough for her to pull back with an elastic band into a ponytail, and her hazel eyes sparked with attitude. She wasn’t fat, but she had a little meat on her bones in all the right ways.


  “We don’t think that,” he and Niner said together.


  “Yeah, well, you’re doing a good job freaking out about this. I doubt you two are chickenshit, so there’s got to be a reason you don’t want to be stuck with me.”


  Papa turned and grinned. “Oh, you boys are sooo fucked.” He tipped them a two-fingered salute from his temple. “I think you two get to go with her to talk to her friend. You won’t need me. Report back to me if my presence will be required. Otherwise, arrange with Omega a place to meet up nearby and I’ll talk with him there before you bring him here.”


  Roscoe shared a glance with Niner before they both turned to Dolce.


  She was now studying her shoes.


  He felt bad they’d hurt her feelings. “Seriously,” he said, trying to soothe things over. “I didn’t mean it like that.”


  “No, it’s okay,” she said, not looking up. “You don’t need to humor me. Believe me, the military cured me of any romantic ideals I might have had about my future. If it hadn’t been for goddamned TMFU totally tanking what was left of our economy, I’d still have a decent job, and my friends would likely still be—”


  She clamped her lips shut over the logical end of that statement.


  Would likely still be alive.


  She obviously wanted to find them, but she was definitely a realist about the odds of finding them alive and well.


  He felt badly for her.


  He also respected her for not wanting to give up on her friends. A lot of people might not do that, given the dire circumstances in parts of the city. No one would blame her for giving up on them, either.


  “Hey,” Roscoe said, “let’s go upstairs and look at a map and plan this. We’ll take you back to your place, talk to your friend, and figure out the next move from there.”


  “Fine.” She pushed herself away from the truck and, without waiting for them, headed for the stairs where Papa had gone.


  Lima and Quack, weapons ready but a little less on alert now, followed behind them.


  “Great job, asshole,” Niner muttered to Roscoe as he fell into step next to him. “You’re four for four pissing off women in this group now. Pandora’s liable to toss a whole goddamned skillet at you if she hears about this.”


  “Shut the fuck up.”


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  They spent less than twenty minutes introducing Dolce to the others and consulting a map to plan their route back to her apartment. After grabbing the keys to a different vehicle, the three of them took off again for Dolce’s building.


  The power was still on in her building, Dolce was glad to see. But where she normally always saw at least one or two people in the lobby, checking their mail or waiting for the elevator, it was odd to see no one there in the middle of the day.


  It felt…empty.


  In a bad way.


  Ignoring the creeping feeling, she headed for the stairwell door next to the elevator.


  “Uh, what’s wrong with this?” Roscoe asked as he pointed at the elevator.


  “Nope,” she said. “We’re walking it.”


  “Doesn’t it work?”


  “It works. I don’t like using it. If you can’t keep up with me, feel free to meet me on five.”


  The men exchanged a glance and followed her to the stairwell.


  On the way upstairs to Mark’s apartment, she stopped at her floor. “Hold on. I need to make a side trip.”


  “Why?” the men asked.


  “I doubt they have, but I just want to double-check to make sure my roommates haven’t come home yet. I want to leave the phone for them now and grab a couple of things.”


  She dug out her key, aware of the men following her down the hall to her apartment.


  When she opened the door, she knew immediately from the stale feel of the place that her friends hadn’t returned.


  The undisturbed note on the table also revealed that much. They wouldn’t have suddenly popped in after being gone for so long and not have left her a note in return before zipping away again.


  Would. Not. Happen.


  She stared at the note, and at the phone. Despite knowing deep in her heart it would never be used, she added a little to the original note.


  If you guys get this note, please, use this phone to call me. I met some people and will be with them. We’ll try to get back here to help you get out. Call this number.


  She added it, leaving the phone sitting on the note where they’d be sure to see it.


  “Maybe we can help you find your friends,” Niner gently said. “We’ll try.”


  “I hope so.” She walked into her bedroom and rooted through her drawers, grabbing some more clothes and shoving them into cloth grocery bags. “Since we’re leaving the building for good, I need to grab a few extra things.”


  She also grabbed her old rucksack from the closet, the one she’d had in the military, and jammed more clothes into that, too, and a few other things she hadn’t grabbed before. The little picture viewer she had all her family photos stored on. She didn’t want to leave that behind. She’d hoped her stay at Mark’s would only be temporary but she now had to face hard, cold reality. And she reached into her dresser, feeling up under the bottom of the second drawer, where she’d taped her parents’ wedding rings.


  The only “jewelry” she owned.


  She slipped them onto her fingers. “Don’t want to lose these,” she said. Normally, she didn’t wear them, not wanting to get them messed up, lose them, or have them stolen. She wore her dad’s ring on her left thumb, and her mom’s rings on her left ring finger.


  “From your parents?” Niner asked from the doorway.


  “Yeah. State sold off everything else of theirs when they died, and put the money in an account for me. Wasn’t much. They weren’t rich. I took these off their bodies myself when they died.”


  After one last check, she knew she could leave the apartment and not look back. Just some nonessential clothes and other things she’d picked up here and there since moving in with Sarah. Dolce had everything else she’d need for survival. She didn’t have much in the way of personal possessions to start with after growing up in foster care and then going into the military. Living light had been her way of life for longer than she wished.


  She had one last thought. She pulled the storage box out from under Sarah’s bed, then found the spare key where she knew her friend kept it hidden in her dresser. Opening it, her heart fell.


  “Oh, no.”


  “What?” Roscoe asked.


  She swallowed back a lump in her throat. She didn’t understand it. It didn’t make sense.


  The men walked into the room. “What’s wrong?” Niner asked.


  Dolce sank to her knees, her eyes dropping closed. “Why?”


  “Why what?” Niner asked.


  She pointed into the box. “Sarah didn’t take her sidearm. Why? She always carries it. At least, she told me she did.” She finally opened her eyes again. In the box lay the nine millimeter, nestled in the concealed waistband holster that Sarah always used.


  Dolce finally reached in and withdrew it, checking it. It was fully loaded, a round in the chamber. Three boxes of ammo also sat in the drawer.


  She tucked the gun into her own waistband and added the three boxes of ammo to her bag.


  After hesitating for a moment, she rationalized that it was unlikely Sarah would return to the apartment for Dolce to issue her an apology for borrowing it.


  If Sarah didn’t have it with her, she was nearly defenseless against whatever it was they came up against.


  Dolce didn’t bother relocking the box, shoving it back under her friend’s bed.


  “Okay, up to Mark’s,” she said as she led them toward the front door.


  Back into the stairwell, she still couldn’t get over how eerily quiet the building felt. As if they weren’t the only ones who’d already thought about bugging out.


  Like maybe they were the last ones who had.


  Normally, people used the elevator all day. She couldn’t recall hearing it a single time since they’d arrived. She wasn’t a fan of it, unless her arms were just so full the stairs were impractical. The stairs helped keep her in shape and made her think twice about her trips up and down.


  She also didn’t trust the damn elevator. It was supposed to have a fail-safe magneto system built into it, that if the power did go off and stay off for more than an hour the car would slowly lower itself to the ground floor, and then any passengers could manually open the doors from inside.


  It wasn’t exactly in her nature to want to test the theory.


  Especially now, in these uncertain times.


  When she opened the stairwell door for Mark’s floor, again the quiet unsettled her. Like a thick, dour woolen blanket had been draped over the world.


  She noticed both men rested their hands on their hips as they followed her.


  “I know,” she softly said, feeling like normal vocal levels were out of place in this environment. “It’s…weird.”


  “You got that right,” Niner agreed.


  She stopped in front of Mark’s door and knocked. “It’s me.”


  “Where you been?” he called from inside.


  “Long story. I have…friends with me. They’re okay.”


  “Your roommates?”


  “No. New friends.”


  She saw the flash of movement behind the viewfinder, then the sound of the deadbolt unlocking. “You know the routine. Have them put their hands in the air and move slowly.”


  She put her hand on the doorknob. “Seriously, just let him get to know you. Do what he says.”


  Both men raised their hands as she opened the door and let it swing open, stepping in first and to the side so she could set her bags down.


  Mark sat in his chair, shotgun pointed at the men. “Real easy,” he said. “Step inside and close it for me. And lock it.”


  Niner did that.


  “So who are they, Dolce?”


  “It’s…a long story,” she said. “We sort of mutually saved each other’s asses. My car died, their truck didn’t want to start, and I got their vehicle going and caught a ride from them before a riot swarmed over us. But, good news, they’ve got a safe place. I’ve been there. Better than we have here. There’s a whole group of them, including a couple of women. And a couple of doctors. They’ve agreed to let us go with them.”


  One eyebrow arched skyward, displaying his doubt. “Why?”


  “Safety in numbers,” Niner said. “And not without a stick test, first.”


  “How I know you boys aren’t blue?”


  Roscoe pulled out a box of test strips and stuck himself, holding up the clear strip. “Next?”


  Niner did it, then Dolce, just to marginally settle her nerves. Then Mark took one and did it, predictably coming up clear.


  Once that was done, the older man stared at Roscoe and Niner. “Don’t bullshit me, boys. You’re not coming to take care of an old man out of the kindness of your hearts. What’s up? Really?”


  Dolce glanced at the two men. “They’re…specialists.”


  Mark let out a snort of laughter and sat back, his shotgun now lying across his lap, but his hands on it and ready to swing it back into position. “Bullshit. Try again.”


  “We can’t tell you the full story,” Niner said, “until we know for sure we can trust you. How’s that?”


  He nodded. “Better. Keep going.”


  “They’re military,” Dolce said, sick of the dance. “And they’re on an undercover mission.”


  Mark slowly nodded. “An undercover mission on US soil, eh?” He kept nodding. “I was in the military. Don’t let my looks now fool you. I saw action in my early twenties. Plenty of it. I was farking glad to only be fighting fires when I got my ass back here in one piece after my tour was over, I’ll tell you what. That was easier than getting shot at.”


  She plunged ahead. “They’re working on putting together a specialized team of people who can solve a…certain problem.”


  Both his eyebrows arched. “No fucking shit?” His voice now bore a tone of awestruck respect.


  “Huh?” Dolce asked.


  “You boys are part of the Drunk Monkeys, aren’t you?”


  She blinked as Niner and Roscoe stared at each other. She recovered her voice first. “Um, what?”


  Mark chuckled, slowly shoving himself out of his chair and walking over to his computer, laying the shotgun on the table next to it. “Yeah. I just read about you crazy motherfuckers this morning. On one of the military boards I go on.” He turned on the laptop and impatiently tapped his fingers on the table while waiting for it to fire up. “I was looking up bug-out locations in the area for backup in case we needed it. You boys are famous.”


  The three of them gathered close behind him as he finally got the laptop going and the website pulled up.


  Sure enough, heated discussions about the Drunk Monkeys were flooding one of the threads. Mostly pro. The odd dissenting commenter got mercilessly pounced on by everyone else, who looked to be decidedly pro-Drunk Monkeys.


  “Holy farking shit,” Roscoe said as he scrolled down through the comments. “What the hell?”


  Mark laughed. “Yeah, I know, right? Somewhere out there, you boys got a big fan club. You’re heroes. Everyone’s rooting for you. Well, the people who know about you are rooting for you. I suspect the worse things get, the harder it’ll be for people to get on the Internet. But for now, anyway, the tide’s totally in your favor.”


  Mark turned to face them. “So how about telling me the full story and quit jerking me off, huh? I’ll keep my mouth shut if it means I won’t be trapped here while the city burns down.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They gave him the short and sanitized version. Not only did Mark still want to join them, he also had plenty of contacts in the region he said would be willing to assist them.


  “You boys—and girlie here—help me get my shit loaded, and we can get the hell out of this place.”


  Dolce wouldn’t deny she took a little bit of pleasure at seeing Roscoe and Niner both apparently stunned into silence by Mark taking charge.


  “We, uh, have to clear things with our CO first,” Niner said.


  “I would expect that, son,” Mark said. “But meanwhile, let’s not waste precious time or energy here. Look, I was in the fire department over thirty years. I know a lot of damn people in this area. People who will be more than willing to help us out, or at least let us use their property with no questions asked, okay? Wherever your safe house is, if it’s in this area, it’s living on borrowed time. I’m guessing we have less than two days before either the rioting gets too close for comfort, or Kite explodes, if it hasn’t already.”


  The men exchanged another glance.


  “Oh, for fark’s sake,” Dolce said. “I’ll talk to Papa about it if I have to. I’ll put my neck on the line and vouch for him, okay?”


  “No offense,” Roscoe said, “but we barely know you.”


  “You and your no offenses tend to offend people,” she shot back. “I know that much about you already, Brooklyn boy, that you tend to get yourself in trouble with your mouth.”


  “Idí ná khuy,” he muttered.


  She turned and flipped him off. “Right back atcha, comrade.”


  Niner broke out laughing as Roscoe’s face turned red. “Oh, dude, she just slam-dunked you.”


  “I served with a guy whose parents spoke Russian. He taught me the swear words by osmosis while working on vehicles in the motor pool.”


  She returned her focus to Roscoe. “Asshole. And oh, hot news flash.” She jabbed a finger in his face. “I hear pizdá come out of your mouth in relation to me?” She made a fist and shook it under his nose. “Don’t think I won’t deck your farking ass. And just in case you were wondering, I don’t hit like a girl. Douchebag.”


  Niner was laughing so hard he leaned against the wall, a hand pressed against his abs. “Oh, fuck me…stop it…you’re killing me!”


  Roscoe shot him an evil look but didn’t respond. Finally, he stepped back from her and his gaze dropped to the floor. “Sorry,” he muttered.


  “That’s better.” She extended her hand to him. “You want to try getting off on the right foot with me for a change?”


  He shook with her. “I’m sorry, okay? Yeah, I suck at dealing with women. I admit it.”


  She smiled. “Naw, really? Here’s my shocked face.” She stared at him for a moment, expressionless, sending Niner into another fit of laughter across the room.


  She gentled her tone. “Look, I’m not a scientist. I’m a grease monkey. But your eggheads will need mechanical support at some point. It’s not a matter of if, but when. Mark has the local logistics nailed down in a way you guys probably don’t, no offense.


  “I have no loyalty to this city,” she continued. “I would like a little closure about my friends, if possible, but I know me dying won’t help them. I have no desire to reenlist, either. But if you guys are on the right track about getting this shit handled? Yeah, I’ll throw my hat in with you, at least for now. I won’t leave you guys in the lurch, either. I can shoot pretty damn well, according to the military, and I can hold my own in a firefight. So, we good?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Roscoe stared at her. In the space of a minute, he’d gone from interest, to irritation, to schooled embarrassment, and then to respect for this woman.


  He didn’t want to alienate her. He did want to work with her. He knew a little about mechanics, but that wasn’t his specialty. Fighting and language were his strong points. They had several guys in their unit who were at least bilingual. They needed the wide variety of languages if they were to operate all over the world. They had the basics covered.


  What he didn’t have, apparently, was the secret to unlocking the ability to not piss women off when he talked to them. The last time he and Niner had gotten laid over a year earlier, they’d been on a stopover in Manila. Niner had forbidden him to say anything until they had the woman naked and in bed with them.


  He’d stuck to that, willing to do anything at that point to break their dry streak, which had been nearly two years before that.


  Hell, his mom had died when he was three. It was his dad and three older brothers trying to get along together in their little apartment in Brooklyn. His dad worked, so his brothers had to take up the slack.


  No, maybe he hadn’t learned the softer side of life, but he’d survived it, despite its best efforts to kill him.


  “I’m sorry, okay?” he said. “I’m a guy. I’m gonna say stupid shit.”


  “Again, not exactly an epiphany,” she said. “Just chill out and watch and learn and listen to people instead of opening your yap.”


  He felt something inside him stirring, deeper than he’d ever felt before.


  “Deal,” he said.


  At this point, he’d say or do anything to quit fucking up with this woman. There was something about her that had already snagged its hooks into him.


  He didn’t know why, or how, but he knew he didn’t want this woman walking out of his life just yet. Not until he’d figured out why he wanted to follow her around.


  And why she’d suddenly grabbed hold of his interest the way she had.


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  Roscoe and Niner decided it was pointless, and risky, to split up their small group and leave anyone behind. Mark offered to be blindfolded.


  “Besides, you guys don’t like me? You can kill me. Not like I’ve got a lot of bargaining power here in terms of firepower.”


  After a brief talk with Mark, Papa agreed to him staying on, even though he also agreed that, based on deteriorating conditions, they likely wouldn’t remain in Los Angeles longer than a week, if that.


  The next step, however, would be to go and retrieve Dr. Perkins’ research data and other belongings, as well as look for Dolce’s friends. Papa assigned Roscoe, Niner, Foxtrot, and Kilo to it. He told them to take some extra weapons, two vehicles, and ordered them to be back by dark.


  With or without the missing women.


  After getting detailed instructions from Dr. Perkins—who’d already been issued the code name Canuck—about where and what they were looking for, as well as the key to her room in the boarding house, they set off.


  The boarding house felt eerily empty when they reached it, even though there weren’t signs of nearby violence or mobs.


  Yet.


  Dolce took the lead, the men thinking having a woman go in first might seem less suspicious. With a hat on her head and a surgical mask concealing the lower half of her face, she could pass for Dr. Perkins as long as someone didn’t look too closely for too long.


  Then they realized there wasn’t anyone around to make suspicious.


  The house was an old residence in what had formerly been a high-income district. It had been turned into ten separate rooms that shared a common kitchen. But nowhere in the house did they hear any noises they might expect, even though it was the middle of the day.


  A shiver ran down her spine as Dolce took a quick detour into the kitchen, just to find it had been picked clean of food.


  They hustled upstairs, relieved to find Dr. Perkins’ room locked and intact, and the data drives exactly where she’d said they’d be, hidden inside an air-conditioning duct covered by a small grate.


  She’d pre-packed her three duffel bags, which were sitting on the bed. That made this part of their job easier, at least.


  Within a few minutes, they were on the move again toward the CTSC yard. Roscoe drove the truck they rode in. The more they moved through the city, the more Dolce realized how few pedestrians were out and about. Far fewer than normal. No bicyclists, which was odd. Very few private vehicles actually driving. And they hadn’t seen any city buses.


  Even more odd.


  “This is farking creepy,” Dolce said from where she rode in the backseat. “There should be more people out walking. Buses. Anything.”


  “We get in,” Niner said, “and get out. “Fast. If we can even get there.”


  They wound their way toward Downey, Dolce’s hopes sinking with every block of progress they made. The streets were growing deserted, and a couple of buildings had been recently burned, only their standalone location preventing the fire from spreading to nearby structures.


  The front gate of the CTSC yard looked like it had been rammed. There were still a few CTSC vans and trucks parked in the yard, as well as private vehicles, but some of them looked like they’d had the windshields and windows smashed out, and some had even been burned.


  As Roscoe stopped near the gate, he looked at Niner. “What do you want to do?”


  Dolce spotted a car in the yard that looked a lot like Colleen and Desiree’s. It had been burned.


  “I think that’s their car,” she said, pointing.


  “What are we doing?” Foxtrot asked over the radio.


  “We’re thinking,” Roscoe said.


  “Is that slang for pulling your pud?”


  Roscoe didn’t bother replying. Instead, he turned to Dolce. “Well?”


  “You’re asking me?”


  “They’re your friends. You want to go in?”


  “Alone?”


  “No, with a mariachi band and a piñata.”


  Niner smacked him on the shoulder. “We’re not sending her in there alone, asshole.”


  “I didn’t mean it like that. I meant—”


  “Never mind,” she muttered as she got out and started toward the facility, a nine millimeter in her hand. Her head pivoted from side to side as she heard one of the men in the other truck swear as he got out and hurried after her. She thought it was Foxtrot, confirmed when he caught up.


  She heard the truck she’d been in shift into neutral and the ratcheting as Roscoe pulled the e-brake. Seconds later, Roscoe joined them.


  “Did you bring the piñata?” she snarked.


  “Let’s get in and get out,” he grumbled.


  They found the entrance to the place, which wasn’t much. A plain metal door with a viewfinder in it and a swipe pad that had been smashed. Likely by the concrete brick lying on the ground under it.


  She knocked.


  “What the fuck?” Roscoe asked, pulling her hand from the door.


  “You got a better way?”


  She was surprised to hear the door unlock and open. A man with terror painted across his face opened the door. “You with the National Guard?” he asked. “We’ve got eight of us left to evacuate.”


  Dolce’s heart pounded. “Sarah, Colleen, and Desiree. They in there with you?”


  He shook his head. “They went to the Glendale facility a couple of days ago with a work detail. They haven’t been back since. None of them have.”


  Aaaanndd her hopes crashed and burned in a flaming mass of despair. “We’re not with the National Guard,” she said “I’m their roommate.”


  “Please, can you get us out of here?” The man sounded as desperate as he looked. “We don’t have any food or working vehicles.”


  For this she had to defer to the men.


  “Right there’s close enough for a moment,” Roscoe said, taking charge. “What happened?”


  The man, who was the facility manager, said they got overrun by a mob not long after the work crews left for Glendale a couple of days earlier. Problem was, a lot of people weren’t in yet, or were still out in the yard, either coming into work, some in private vehicles, or getting ready to leave in work trucks and vans.


  The mob stole or destroyed many vehicles there, and laid waste to the exterior junction boxes and POP points, while the other CTSC employees locked themselves inside the building.


  Without any windows or other doors into the concrete block facility, the mob of about two hundred people left within an hour or so of wreaking their carnage.


  But the people inside had been terrified, their only view of the outside world through the tiny viewfinder in the door, or video feeds they pulled in via sat-link while their emergency gennys were still running.


  Apparently Roscoe wasn’t as big of a flaming douchecanoe as she’d first pegged him. He curtly nodded. “We’re moving. Right now. Get the rest of your people. We’ll take you out of Downey and drop you off in a safer area, and that’s as good as we can do.”


  The man turned and yelled to others in the building. Dolce and the other two men scrambled back as she heard what sounded like a herd of thundering footsteps running their way, unseen, down the hall inside.


  But it turned out to be only eight of them in total, as he’d said. Some of them wore surgical masks and some of them didn’t.


  Dolce reached up and made sure her mask was in place. “Stick tests,” she said as Roscoe backed away from the doorway so the people could emerge. All of them blinked in the diffused sunlight like they hadn’t been outside in a couple of days. Which, of course, they hadn’t.


  Roscoe dug into a pocket on his cargo pants and pulled out a small travel box of strips and tossed it to the man. “Do yourself first, then the others.” He kept the muzzle of his rifle pointed down at the ground, but in the man’s general direction.


  Somewhere on the other side of the building, they heard a loud bang, like metal on metal.


  Definitely not a normal sound.


  With trembling fingers, the man stuck himself.


  Dolce only realized she’d been holding her breath until after he tested clear. They all did, and five minutes later, they were loaded in the beds of the trucks as both vehicles sped from the area.


  “Where are we taking them?” she asked the men.


  “Somewhere away from here and nowhere near our place,” Roscoe grumbled.


  “Don’t tell me you’re resenting rescuing a few half-starved people?”


  “No, I resent this whole farking Kite virus and being shuffled around like a goddamned monkey in a circus instead of doing some good.”


  “I think you did some good by getting those people out of there.”


  “Hopefully it won’t bite us in the ass.”


  “Hey, I saved your ass, you saved my ass, we saved their asses. And the Karmic wheel spins round and round. I’m sure they appreciate it.”


  “Not my circus, not my monkeys,” he shot back. “Damn sure don’t need any busywork added to our load.”


  “Ain’t you just a swell guy.”


  Maybe if I keep talking long enough, it won’t start hurting to think that they weren’t there.


  She hoped.


  


  * * * *


  


  They drove the survivors to the far eastern side of La Habra, where life seemed tense, but relatively normal-ish, at least. When they left them, the eight men and women were heading for a small corner market that was still open and appeared to have food.


  “Wait, should we get supplies?” Dolce asked. “That store’s open.”


  “Supplies we got,” Roscoe assured her. “Time we don’t.”


  Dusk was settling uncomfortably across the city when they returned to the safe house and underwent another round of stick tests. Then they went to the common room and filled Papa in about their success. Dr. Perkins was happy to have her data back, and immediately disappeared into Q and Sin’s room with them to share it with them on her laptop.


  “You’re welcome,” Roscoe called out to the closing door.


  “Dude, tone back the Brooklyn a little, okay?” Dolce said. “You’re coming off as a ginormous dick.” She’d seen plenty of his type before in the military. They were hot, hard bodies, even hotter tempers, and they thought they were god’s gift to the estrogen-enabled.


  “That’s because he can be a dick,” a red-haired woman said as she walked into the room. “A big, walking scrotum topped by a raging head.”


  “Fuck you, Pandora,” he said.


  Niner put out an arm. “Whoa, dude. Chill the fuck out.”


  “We just risked our asses for this woman we don’t even know, to find her friends, okay? We didn’t have to bring her or her friend back here. We didn’t have to go looking for them. And what do we get? Do we get a thank-you? No.”


  “Okay, fair enough,” Dolce said. “Thank you for allowing me to save your goddamned asses in the parking lot and bringing us both back here. And thank you for trying to find my friends. I do appreciate it. And I’m sorry you’re a ginormous walking penis.”


  Pandora snorted in laughter as she headed into the kitchen. “I’m staying out of this one. But it sounds really good.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Niner didn’t know what the hell was going on with Roscoe, but he was about to take his partner outside and bust his fucking ass over it.


  He was being rude, even by Roscoe standards, which could come off as pretty rude to start with.


  And Niner really didn’t want to piss this woman off. She was hot, she had skills, and maybe they might have a little farking luck for a change.


  No, that didn’t guarantee they’d end up with her like the other three triads.


  But dammit, he wanted a farking shot, at least. And Roscoe was shooting them in the balls.


  


  * * * *


  


  Roscoe didn’t know what the hell was wrong with him. He seemed unable, despite his best efforts, to do anything but trade increasingly sharp and loud barbs with the woman.


  And it was making him hot.


  Like he wanted to back her up against a wall, rip off her panties, and fuck her until his cock screamed for mercy kind of hot.


  If he couldn’t figure out how to salvage this and turn it around into ragey, makeup-slash-hello-nice-to-meet-you sex, he was going to beat his own brains in. He already saw, from the look on Niner’s face, that his partner was about ready to do the job for him.


  Dammit.


  “That the best you got, girl?” Roscoe stepped forward, motioning at Dolce, daring her to get in his face.


  To his shock and surprise, she did just that. “Dude, you cannot handle me at my best. I’d have to tone it down for you or your farking brain would melt.”


  Pandora leaned over the counter of the pass-through window from the kitchen. “Wow. Dude, she just handed you your balls. How does that feel?”


  Niner threw his arms in the air. “I give the fark up. I’m apparently never getting laid again as long as you’re my partner. I’m going to our room.”


  Shit.


  Maybe there is something wrong with me. “I can handle you and more, girl,” Roscoe finally said to Dolce, for lack of a better comeback.


  She stepped back and crossed her arms over her chest. “Yeah, right.”


  He had to walk around her to head to their room. “Put your money where your mouth is.” Oh, shut the fark up, dude!


  He followed Niner to their room.


  I am never getting laid again in my life.


  Ever.


  He slammed the door shut behind him.


  Niner wheeled around. “What the fuck is wrong with you?” he screamed at Roscoe.


  “I don’t know! I’m sorry.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Both Roscoe and Niner were pretty damn hot. Hell, all the guys in the unit looked hot.


  Pandora emerged from the kitchen, a cup of coffee in her hand, and walked over to Dolce. “Let me spin you a tale,” she said to Dolce. “These guys are split into ten teams of two. So far, three of us women have been sucked in by their charms. Other guys,” she quickly expounded. “Not Niner and Roscoe. I’ve got Tango and Doc. I was the first female Drunk Monkey. You want those two bozos, if you’re remotely interested in them, then go after them. Roscoe seems to suffer from chronic foot-in-mouth disease, but he has a good heart.”


  “Wait, what?”


  Pandora smiled. “Oooh, yeah. Let me tell you what. You ain’t had lovin’ until you’ve done the funky monkey with a team of these guys.”


  “Both of them? Two guys?”


  “You got a boyfriend or husband?”


  Dolce stared down the hall as she shook her head.


  Pandora leaned in. “I don’t know about you, but that looked like a confused guy who needs a woman to rein in him. Can’t hurt to try right? No one’s saying you got to marry them, or even like them. But why be lonely? Life is pretty damn short and getting shorter every day. Especially now.”


  Dolce thought about the two men, their hot bodies.


  How long it’d been since she’d gotten laid.


  How they might not have much longer on this planet.


  You only live once, right?


  She stared.


  Fuck it.


  Before she realized what she was doing, Dolce found herself storming down the hall after the men.


  She thought she heard Pandora mutter, “Atta girl,” in her wake.


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  Dolce raced after the men, following them to their room. She walked in and slammed the door shut after her.


  “You are a pain in the farking ass!” she yelled at Roscoe.


  Niner crossed his arms over his chest. “Dude, apologize for being an ass.”


  “I wasn’t trying to be an ass,” he said. “It’s not my fault she’s too sensitive.”


  “Kiss my ass!” Dolce yelled at Roscoe.


  “Yeah? Well, maybe I do want to kiss your ass!” he yelled back. “And your lips. And any other part of your body that I think about kissing. So there!”


  “Yeah? Well, maybe I’d like that!” she shouted back.


  Niner leaned against the wall, one hand now covering his face as he shook his head. “Guys, if that’s foreplay, really?” He looked at them. “Can’t we come up with something, I don’t know…a little more romantic and a little less shouty?”


  She just realized what she and Roscoe had said to each other. Before she could think about it too long, he’d grabbed her and now he was kissing her.


  Pretty damn well, come to think of it.


  After a second of hesitation, she threw her arms around his neck and kissed him back, pleasantly startled when she felt his cock harden in his trousers.


  Damn.


  The boy seemed to be well hung.


  Lucky me.


  “That’s more like it,” Niner said. He walked over and stood behind her, pressing her against Roscoe’s body.


  And damned if it didn’t feel like his well-hung cock was hard, too. She hoped that was his cock pressing against her ass.


  Because if it wasn’t his cock, she’d be disappointed.


  Damned disappointed.


  Fuck it. Life was short, she had a five-year, these guys were well-hung hunks, and she was going to grab happiness by the balls and hang on tight for as long as she could. She dropped her hands to Roscoe’s ass and dug her fingers in, pulling his hips against hers.


  Yep, that was his cock.


  Yep, she was going to be one really happy girl here shortly.


  Just not too shortly, she hoped.


  Wouldn’t that be a kicker, for him to be that well hung and a quick-draw?


  She shoved that thought away.


  Niner brushed her hair from the nape of her neck and kissed her there. Fiery jolts of pleasure shot straight down her spine and into her clit. “Roscoe,” he mumbled, “keep your fucking mouth shut until I tell you otherwise. You piss her off again in the next hour or so, I’m going to rip your cock off and shove it up your ass.”


  She broke free just long enough to clarify. “For speaking,” she said. “You can open your mouth for other things.”


  Roscoe grinned, fisted her hair in his hand, and crushed his lips onto hers again.


  Oh, baby.


  Well, hell, if he could replicate some of that on other parts of her body with his mouth, she didn’t care how fast he was with his cock. She’d make do.


  “You got things covered?” Niner murmured in her ear, “Or do I need to grab condoms?”


  Roscoe broke their kiss long enough to let her speak. “As long as you guys are clean, I’m covered.”


  “Excellent.” He grabbed the hem of her shirt and pulled it up, forcing her and Roscoe to let loose of each other long enough for him to yank it up and off over her head. Her sports bra followed. She was trying to kick her shoes off when she remembered she had her damn tactical boots on, not her sneakers. Niner started working on her belt and her jeans. He no sooner got those shoved down her hips than Roscoe sank to his knees and planted that obnoxious mouth of his right into her pussy.


  Her eyes fell closed as she grabbed his shoulders for support, a soft moan escaping her.


  “Oh, yes,” Niner said. “He makes up with enthusiasm for what he lacks in finesse.” From behind her, she felt Niner’s fingers probing between her legs, one working up into her pussy, which was now quickly growing wet from the way Roscoe was licking her clit.


  “Just keep doing that, partner,” Niner said to him. She heard him unfasten his belt and unzip. Then he was pushing her over a little more and she moaned in disappointment when his finger disappeared. Fortunately, it was quickly replaced by the thick knob of his cock.


  She gasped, in surprise and shock and more than just a little admiration.


  “Hang on, sweetie,” Niner grunted, “because this first one’s going to be hard and fast. You have no fucking idea how long it’s been.” He grabbed her hips and sank all the way into her cunt, stretching her and making her gasp again. This time in pleasure, because Roscoe had settled in for the duration and apparently wasn’t stopping.


  She turned a little and grabbed hold of what had been the teacher’s desk, now able to brace herself against that as the men moved with her.


  The first couple of strokes Niner took were slow and easy, to gauge her reaction and probably to make sure she was ready. But then he took off, a fast, furious, hard fuck that she didn’t know if she’d be able to catch up with or not.


  Until she did, thanks to the oral assist from Roscoe.


  The sensation exploded in her clit, sending off fireworks throughout her body, her orgasm making the walls of her pussy clamp down on Niner’s cock.


  “Oh, fuck yeah, baby. Roscoe, don’t you dare fucking stop making her come.”


  She didn’t care who heard her. It was the best goddamned feeling she’d felt in…well, ever. She wasn’t a virgin, and she masturbated when she felt like it and the opportunity arose. But this…


  This.


  Holy motherfarking universe, this was nothing like what she’d ever felt before.


  Ever.


  Eevvveeerrr.


  She let out a long, low cry of need and pleasure as Niner fucked her and Roscoe sucked her and for a few minutes in time, the universe was a damned happy place she was glad to be a living, breathing part of.


  Niner took a few last, hard, deep strokes before letting out a moaning cry of his own and falling still with his cock buried in her pussy. She stayed right where she was, holding on to the desk, Roscoe kneeling between her legs, his mouth still busy even as the biggest burst of pleasure had faded into rippling tingles throughout her body.


  Niner grabbed her and pulled her up against him, his arms around her, lips pressed against the side of her neck. “Got a news flash for you, sweetheart. Roscoe and I only share with each other, and we are very horny men. You got a problem with that, say so now. Otherwise, I’m going to work on the assumption that, for the foreseeable future, you’re ours. And I mark what’s mine.”


  “Mark?” she gasped.


  He chuckled. Then his teeth clamped down on the top of her right shoulder, just at the curve of her neck, and he started sucking, hard.


  Roscoe reached up and cupped her bare breasts in his hands without stopping what he was doing with his mouth. She let out a moan when he rubbed his thumbs over her nipples.


  “Mmhmm,” he mumbled against her clit.


  Niner let out something that almost sounded like a little growl. She knew all the men were skilled fighters, that was a given. But she never would have imagined the two cunning linguists were so…


  Fucking hawt.


  And the nip of Niner’s teeth, the way he was sucking on her skin, combined with what Roscoe was up to down below, set her off again. She cried out, trying to shift her hips away from Roscoe’s mouth, nearly overwhelmed by the sensation.


  Roscoe dropped his hands from her breasts to her hips, holding on, keeping his face pressed against her pussy and keeping her body pinned against Niner behind her.


  Niner reached up with one hand, palming her forehead, and tipping her head back against his left shoulder. His cock slid out of her pussy, making her softly moan in disappointment. And still he sucked, bit, even as she squirmed and whimpered and orgasmed all over Roscoe’s tongue.


  Had she called Roscoe an asshole? Fuck that, he was a virtuoso.


  Screw it. There’s always duct tape for his mouth when we’re not in bed.


  Only when she crested through that climax did Roscoe stand, unfasten his trousers and shove them down, and she felt him fist his cock and start working it into her cunt from the front.


  His cock—oh, thank you, god, he’s huge!—slid deep inside her wet and well-fucked pussy with no resistance. And thanks to his talented mouth, her clit was nice and sensitive and more than a little swollen. Meaning every single stroke he took inside her hit her perfectly and started her spiraling toward another orgasm.


  Roscoe grabbed her ass as he thrust, rocking his hips against her, Niner still chewing on her shoulder. “This is how it works, baby,” Roscoe said, his voice sounding strained. “We will keep you well fucked, as much as you want, and you stay with us.”


  “Yes!” she gasped. Anything, fuck, she’d do anything to make this keep happening.


  He laughed. “I thought you said I was an asshole?”


  “You’re still an asshole, but I don’t care. Your cock and tongue make up for it.”


  He laughed again. “Good.” And then he commenced with fucking her just as hard and fast as Niner had, driving another full orgasm out of her before he shot his load deep inside her, too.


  Niner finally lifted his head and inspected his handiwork. “Oooh, that’ll last a few days, at least.”


  Roscoe grabbed her and tipped her head to the other side, then bit down onto her left shoulder and sucked, hard.


  She let out a little squeal, part pleasure, part almost but not quite pain.


  Niner laughed. “Oh, we’re just getting started. You have nooo idea the barrel of monkeys you just let loose, baby.” It felt like he was already getting hard again, his cock pressed against the seam of her ass. “Before this night is over, you will have both our cocks inside you at the same time. And you’re going to come so many times you’re going to lose count. You might not think you’re beautiful, but we do. We think you’re beautiful and perfect.”


  “Mmmhmm,” Roscoe agreed where he was busy adding a matching hickey to her left shoulder.


  “So this is what’s going to happen next,” Niner continued. “When he gets done, he’s going to go find condoms and lube for us. And then the three of us are going to go into the showers, since everyone else is either grabbing rack time or on watch. And then I’m going to get that sweet ass of yours loosened up, and the two of us are going to fuck your brains out. Then we’re going to swap places and do it again, so that by the time this night’s over, we’ll have thoroughly fucked you right out of your mind. You good with that?”


  “Uh-huh!”


  It sounded like Roscoe was chucking against her shoulder. Inside her, his cock started to inflate again.


  Niner’s hands slid up her front, finding her breasts, her nipples, fingers tweaking them and making her pussy clench around Roscoe’s cock again.


  And yes, he definitely was getting hard again.


  “See,” Niner said, “our problem is that Roscoe tends to talk too much sometimes. We rarely get far enough along in things to actually show a woman his good points. Our good points. Since we’re a team, it usually means we’re both shot down. You think you can put up with us for the long haul? We can’t and won’t force you to be with us. But if you think—”


  “Oh, my god, shut up and make me come again, please!”


  Roscoe finally lifted his mouth from her shoulder. “Get her fucking naked and let’s get into the motherfucking shower, or I’m going to just fuck her again right here and now. I know I’m good for two more, but a third might take me a while to work up to this late in the day.”


  “Sold,” Niner said. “Let go of her and get your cock out of her.”


  Roscoe raised his head and withdrew. She dipped her hips, trying to follow him, but he caught her chin and kissed her. “You’ll get it again in just a minute, baby.”


  Niner kicked his trousers off. Then he grabbed her, spun her around, and hoisted her over his shoulder. “There. Get her farking boots and jeans off her, find what we need, and meet us in the men’s shower.”


  “I’ll be naked!” she squealed, but hoping they didn’t stop.


  He patted her on the ass while Roscoe was busy kicking off his own pants and wrestling her boots off her feet. “Yep. We can see that. No one’s going to care, don’t worry.”


  Once naked, Roscoe got her boots, jeans, and panties off her and then tripped over to his bag on the floor, where he started yanking things out in his search.


  “Ha! Score!” He stood, triumph on his face. He pointed at the door. “To the showers!”


  Not that she was complaining, but she didn’t really have a choice in the matter.


  She didn’t want a choice in the matter. She was good with the two hunks taking charge like this and getting what they wanted.


  Even if one of them was an asshole.


  Okay, so he was a hunky, semi-lovable asshole.


  Sometimes.


  Sometimes, he was just an asshole.


  Fortunately, the rest of his special abilities more than made up for that. She was good with that for now, at least.


  They walked right into the men’s bathroom and through to the showers. There were six showerheads in a line in the open area, no individual stalls like in the women’s shower. Niner didn’t bother to put her down, either, reaching out and starting a couple of the showers that were next to each other.


  Roscoe laid something down by the wall, then stepped behind Niner and caught her chin in his hand. He tipped her face up so he could smile down at her. Yes, he was very well hung. And his cock had already inflated again.


  “Hope you weren’t planning on sleeping tonight,” he said.


  “I guess not.”


  He grinned, leaning in to kiss her again. “And if he’d set you down for a minute, I think I’d like a little oral reciprocation, considering how I just made you come.”


  Niner set her down on her feet as steam filled the shower area. “I’d have to say I agree with him,” Niner said. He backed her under the water, running his hands down her flesh, his fingers slipping between her pussy lips and into her cunt.


  She had to hold on to his shoulders as his fingers slid deep inside her. “Oh, we’re just getting started with you,” Niner softly said as he finger-fucked her. She couldn’t help the way her hips rocked in time with his hand. “We want our cocks in your mouth, in your ass, and I want a taste of that sweet pussy of yours, too. Before we finally collapse tonight, I plan on making sure we’ve both put a load in every hole you’ve got and have thoroughly wrecked you in the good way.”


  Roscoe stepped behind her, his fingers running down the seam of her ass. “Won’t be any mistake whose lady you are when we’re finished with you,” he whispered.


  Okay, nothing assholish about the way he said that.


  In fact, she kind of liked the sound of it.


  She started rocking her hips back and forth between the men’s hands, imagining what it would be like to be impaled on both those gorgeous, thick cocks at the same time.


  Guess I’m about to find out.


  A disappointed moan escaped her when they pulled their hands away and quickly rinsed off. Then Roscoe turned her to face him. “Okay, sweetheart. Let’s see how good you are with your mouth.”


  He had gorgeous brown eyes that looked even darker next to his light caramel skin. As she dropped to her knees, her hands holding onto his legs as she did, she came eye to eye with his cock.


  Encircling the base of it with his fingers, he held it out for her. “That what you want?”


  Hell yeah. She opened her mouth and closed her eyes and flicked her tongue along the slit.


  His sharp hiss of breath churned her own need. “That’s it, baby. Don’t tease me. Do it.”


  Behind her, Niner had apparently grabbed the lube and drizzled it along the seam of her ass. He gently probed her tight rim with one finger as he slid a finger from his other hand into her pussy.


  She moaned, which triggered an answering moan from Roscoe. He cupped his free hand around the back of her head. “Open wide, baby. Gonna fuck that sweet mouth of yours.”


  She did, enjoying the way he slid his cock into her mouth and over her tongue. Niner worked a second finger into her pussy as he started pressing the finger at her ass against her rim.


  “Let me in, baby,” Niner coaxed. “Sooner you let me into this sweet ass of yours, the sooner you get to come again.”


  She dug her fingers into the backs of Roscoe’s thighs as her clit started throbbing. She wanted to come again.


  Ooooooh, did she ever.


  Another whine escaped her as Niner’s finger breached and slowly fucked her ass. “There you go, sweetheart. One down, two to go.”


  It started feeling good immediately as he slowly thrust his hands, the finger in her ass, the ones in her pussy. She found her mind spiraling down a blissful tunnel, her entire world focused on these two men and the delicious things they were doing to her body.


  She didn’t know how long it was, but pretty soon he’d worked up to two, and then three fingers in her ass. All the while, Roscoe was slowly fucking her mouth, his cock now board-hard and hot, pre-cum flowing from the slit and down her tongue.


  Finally, Niner’s hands disappeared, pulling her mind back to the showers. Roscoe withdrew his cock from her mouth and sat in front of her on the floor. “Okay, baby. Time to ride.” He pulled her onto him, straddling him, quickly impaling her with his cock before he lay down on the shower floor.


  She braced her hands on his pecs and enjoyed the way his cock felt inside her. Staring down into his eyes, she saw more there than she had before.


  Or maybe it was she finally wanted to see more, to see past his crunchy assholish outer shell to find the gooey, sexy goodness inside.


  Behind her, Niner had rolled a condom onto his cock and slathered it with lube. “Down on him, baby.”


  Roscoe reached down and spread her ass cheeks for Niner, as he knelt between her legs and pressed the head of his cock against her rim. “I’m going to take this slow and easy, baby,” Niner warned her, “but you just had three of my fingers in your ass, so I know you can take me.”


  As he pressed in, she thought there was no way she’d be able to take him, but then Roscoe gently shushed her, a playful smile on his face. “Look at me, baby. Eyes right here.”


  She couldn’t help it, mesmerized, entranced.


  She didn’t want to help it. She wanted to stare into his eyes all night long.


  “That’s it. Just breathe.”


  She felt her throbbing clit rubbing against his body somewhere, and started rocking her hips against the men.


  “Oh, baby wants to move, huh?” Niner teased. “If it feels good, start moving.” His hands replaced Roscoe’s on her ass. Roscoe wiggled one hand between her body and his and damned if he didn’t home in on her clit.


  She moaned and started moving faster, well aware that she was now impaling herself more deeply onto Niner’s cock with every stroke.


  “You want my cock in your ass, don’t you?” Niner playfully asked. “Go ahead. We’ll let you drive…this time.”


  He nudged in closer, and yes, she did want his cock in there. All the way in, stretching her, filling her, doing something to her she’d never had done before, making her feel things she’d never felt before.


  Before she realized it, she was fucking both of them, hard and fast and the men were murmuring encouragement to her.


  Then the tingle started, sparking to life and blowing through her body like the Santa Ana wind driving a wildfire down a canyon. She threw her head back and let the cry spring free as she rode their cocks as hard as she could.


  “That’s it,” Niner said. “Fuck us, baby.”


  She only realized they’d started moving when she felt their hands on her, Niner’s on her hips, Roscoe’s on her waist, and realized they’d picked up her rhythm and were keeping up with her.


  Finally, one last burst flowed through her, triggering the men’s orgasms, too. When they collapsed on the shower floor a moment later, breathless and tangled together, their cocks growing soft inside her, she realized for the first time in her adult life that she didn’t feel alone anymore.


  Roscoe reached over and pushed her wet hair out of her face, his finger gently tracing her lips.


  She smiled and sucked it into her mouth, swirling her tongue around his digit.


  He grinned. “Yeah, you do that good, sweetheart. Real good.”


  Turned out he was ready again a lot faster than he thought he’d be, his cock already perking back to interested life before they’d even untangled their bodies.


  It only took Niner a minute to dispose of the condom and wash off, the men helping her clean up before Niner pulled her on top of him in a sixty-nine.


  And then Roscoe had his condom-clad cock pressed against her ass.


  “You’re so tight, this’ll be a fast one, baby. So scream around his cock while he sucks that sweet clit of yours and makes you come.”


  Roscoe eased his cock into her loosened ass as Niner did just that. Niner’s cock hardened in her mouth as she screamed her first orgasm around it.


  Roscoe patted her on the ass. “I knew you had at least one more in you.” He started fucking her, Niner every bit as skilled with his tongue as his partner had been. It didn’t take long for her to have a mouthful of Niner’s cum, while Roscoe was filling the condom in her ass.


  And then they collapsed…again.


  Someone knocked on the shower doorway. “Hey, you guys gonna be much longer? Me and Zed would like to get showers before you use up all the hot water.”


  “Go use the ladies’ room, Uncle,” Roscoe shot back.


  “Okay. Anyone complains, I’m sending them to you.”


  “Roger roger,” Niner said.


  At one point, Roscoe untangled himself from them and briefly disappeared.


  She let out a yawn.


  Niner pulled her close. “Guess we should wrap this up so you can sleep.”


  “Sorry.”


  He kissed her, stroking her cheek. “No apologies, baby. We’re going to live day by day and grab every bit we can. Deal?”


  She nodded.


  He helped her stand as Roscoe returned. He had a couple of towels and a T-shirt. They soaped up and rinsed off and then the men insisted on drying her first before themselves.


  Roscoe smiled as he slid the T-shirt on over her head. “There you go. That’ll keep you covered. Guess we’ll need to request we get moved to the second floor.”


  He scooped her up into his arms and walked, naked, with her back to their room. He didn’t put her down until Niner had the bedrolls shoved together and they were all curled together, her securely snuggled between them.


  “So what are your real names?” she mumbled. “Guess I should have asked that before.”


  Roscoe spooned her from behind. “Enrique Velasquez,” he said.


  She snorted. “That doesn’t sound very Russian to me. Bet you don’t speak Spanish, do you?”


  Niner’s amused chuckle told her that answer.


  Roscoe let out a put-upon sigh. “No, all right? It’s next on my list. Maybe I’ll get a chance to learn it some day.”


  “What about you?” she asked Niner.


  “Leland. Leland Combs.”


  She pried open an eyelid to look at him.


  His sweet, green eyes stared back at her. He looked so adorable with his brown hair all tousled. “Yeah,” he said. “I know. I was named after my grandfather.”


  “I didn’t say a word.”


  “You didn’t have to.” He kissed her. “Good night, sweetheart.”


  Roscoe hugged her from behind, his arms around her, his light caramel skin a sweet contrast to her paler complexion. “Sweet dreams, sweetheart,” he whispered.


  Now too tired to answer, she squeezed his hand as she fell into sleep.


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  Four-star General Joseph Arliss sat at his desk and plugged away at e-mails late that afternoon. When he heard the knock on his door, he called out, “Come.”


  Two-star Major General George Macaletto opened the door. “You requested to see me, sir?”


  Arliss waved him in. “Close the door.”


  He did before walking over to Arliss’ desk.


  “I have a mission for you,” Arliss said without preamble. “Top secret. You leave immediately.”


  The man frowned. “Sir?”


  “You heard me. I need you to take a helo from Andrews Field over to Dover. My car will drive you to Andrews. You’re flying out ASAP to El Segundo.”


  Good. The man looked more than confused. He looked stunned. Arliss had wanted him off-balance from the moment Macaletto set foot in his office.


  “Sir? Do I get to stop by home first and pack?”


  “No. You won’t be out there long enough to need anything. You will meet with a contact and bring them in.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “You will call me when you reach El Segundo and I’ll give you the particulars then. But it looks like Dr. Riley Perkins is in Los Angeles, and we have someone who says they know exactly where she is.”


  “Wait, the Dr. Perkins, from The List?”


  “Yes. This is why it’s top secret.”


  “Why aren’t you having someone out there bring her in, then? Isn’t that vital?”


  “Because apparently there was an attempt on her life in the past couple of days. She’s terrified. She wants top brass guarantees that she will be brought in safely. That’s why I’m trusting you not to fuck this up, George. I would go myself except I’d raise a hell of a lot more ruckus by doing that. So I’m sending you. I’m counting on you. Is this going to be a problem, or do I need to rethink my command structure?”


  “I…no, sir. No problem. May I call my wife?”


  “You may tell her only that you have an emergency assignment, and you’ll be home by tomorrow night. Anything you need, you can pick up at El Segundo.”


  Well, likely not, but Arliss wasn’t about to tell the traitor that.


  “Yes, sir.”


  Arliss handed him the burner cell he’d already set up with Bubba. “Use this. The number to call me is preprogrammed into the directory. As soon as you’re on the ground out there. Understand me? That’s a direct order, in case you were wondering.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Get moving. My driver is waiting for you downstairs.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Macaletto left, closing the door behind him.


  Immediately, Arliss pulled another burner cell out of his pocket and texted Bubba.


  He’s got it.


  A moment later, his phone buzzed in reply.


  Ok. Will let you know.


  Arliss slipped the cell into his pocket. The one he’d given Macaletto had a special feature the man didn’t know about. Even if it was turned off, it had a separate microphone in it Bubba had rigged to record everything nearby. When the phone was on, it would transmit the files to Bubba without the user knowing.


  That meant any calls Macaletto made on another phone, they’d hear at least his side of them.


  Then Bubba could hopefully extrapolate the other person’s identity by looking at the man’s cell records.


  As long as he didn’t have another burner he was using. Which was a likelihood. Still, Arliss wasn’t looking for all the details. He just needed enough to satisfy himself that the man was giving classified information to outside parties.


  Arliss had kept it silent when he’d had the other SOTIF teams sent out to intercept the Church of the Rising Sunset volunteers and take them down. He’d made it crystal clear to the other commanders that no one could know how or where the orders came from.


  Fortunately, he outranked all of them. Between public safety, national security, bypassing due process, and a few other bullshit reasons, he had the authority to classify the missions as need-to-know.


  Macaletto had no need to know any of this. And Arliss knew if word did get back to Macaletto about the SOTIF missions to kill the volunteers, it would mean someone else needed to be eliminated as a mole. He’d also given the order that all SOTIF teams were now direct-report to the command officer in charge of their team. No lower-ranking officers or other personnel were allowed to deal with them or know information on their missions or whereabouts or logistics.


  Period.


  That would drastically shrink the pool of potential leaks to six, not counting the actual SOTIF unit members, once Macaletto was gone.


  Regardless, he needed Macaletto out in LA, where Papa and the team could take him down immediately. It was the perfect setup, because of the riots already plaguing the region.


  He didn’t know if Macaletto had any other moles he’d groomed and handled, but he was a known quantity. Meaning Arliss needed that man out of his food chain.


  ASAP.


  The fastest way to do it, since a court martial would require mountains of hard evidence, be very messy, and likely would take too damn long, was to put Macaletto within the easy reach of the Drunk Monkeys.


  He didn’t trust any other SOTIF unit with this mission. The Drunk Monkeys had already taken out the other mole. He knew they’d take Macaletto out, too.


  Likely with pleasure, since the man was the one behind their unit having to go OTG in the first place. Once Arliss had heard about the circumstances surrounding their rescue of Dr. Perkins, he knew he could use that as a ruse to keep Macaletto unsuspecting.


  Then maybe they could get back to the business at hand of finding more of the scientists so they could develop a vaccine for Kite before the whole world went tits-up. He knew he couldn’t spend the time right then to take down whoever Macaletto’s handler was, but once the members of The List were safe, Arliss would make it his priority to fuck up the unholy existence of whoever had thrown a monkey wrench into his command in the first place.


  He had his suspicions. Based on the information Bubba had previously sent him, and adding what Dr. Perkins had relayed, those suspicions squarely focused on one Reverend Hannibal Silo of the Church of the Rising Sunset. It was too coincidental. Too much evidence was building up against the organization. Why would the church set up a facility, no matter how it couldn’t be completely traced back to them, to infect people with Kite? Why would they be so desperate to secretly get their hands on doctors from The List and not work with others to find them? How would a church have access to an armed extraction team?


  An extraction team eerily similar to the team that abducted Pandora in Australia.


  A practical man, Arliss did not believe in coincidences. Especially not in situations like this.


  In this situation, he firmly believed Reverend Hannibal Silo was enjoying the hell out of this mess. Maybe even profiting from it.


  And if his hunch was correct from the shadowy rumors he’d heard drifting through the bowels of backwater Washington, DC, over the past decade, it would seem Reverend Hannibal Silo had quite a few people in his pocket.


  Possibly including the President of the United States.


  Sorry, but I’m not handing over my Constitution to anyone, even if they are the president. They think they can monkey around with our nation, they can think again.


  


  * * * *


  


  George Macaletto had to take a moment to think as he climbed into the car and the driver whisked him away toward the airfield without comment.


  Does Arliss know? Does he suspect?


  Paranoia, something he wasn’t used to experiencing, washed through him. His brain screamed equally loud arguments at him from both sides of the table. He’d heard absolutely nothing via official channels concerning the whereabouts of the Drunk Monkeys.


  And now, there were a couple other SOTIF teams he’d noticed had been quiet today concerning their current missions and locations. While on paper they were still engaged in business as usual, as was the Drunk Monkeys, something felt off.


  He called his wife on his personal cell and then thought about making a call with the other burner in his pocket.


  The one he kept just in case he needed to call Jerald Arbeid.


  He didn’t dare use the one Arliss gave him for such a call.


  There was the paranoia again, scrabbling a little louder in his mind.


  He waited until they were at the airfield. They were still fueling up the plane, so he dashed into the building to an officer’s bathroom, where he was alone.


  Locking himself in a stall, he pulled out his burner cell and made a quick call, hoping Arbeid answered.


  He did.


  “Listen closely,” he said by way of greeting when Arbeid answered. “Being sent to collect Dr. Perkins from LA. She contacted Arliss and wants to come in. Will advise when she’s in my possession and can pass along details to you to make alternate arrangements.”


  “Understood.”


  Macaletto ended the call, pulled the battery from the burner, wiped his prints from it with toilet paper, and dropped the phone into the toilet. He flushed a couple of times, hoping it made it far enough down the pipes that even if the toilet eventually did clog that the phone would be down there long enough to totally destroy any data that might be on it. He’d bought it for cash in Virginia several months earlier and didn’t think it could be traced back to him.


  He hoped.


  He wrapped the battery in a paper towel, wiped his prints off of it, and dumped it in the garbage on his way out of the bathroom.


  Maybe this is the break we needed.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jerald didn’t wait for the elevator to take him up to the next floor. He ran up the stairs to the penthouse level, where Reverend Silo’s office lay. He rushed through the outer office, barely waving at the receptionist as he passed, and knocked on Silo’s door. He had his hand ready to turn the knob as soon as he heard the reverend say, “Come.”


  Reverend Silo sat at his desk. He looked up, his expression darkening when he saw Jerald’s state.


  “What is it? The volunteers?” he asked when Jerald eased the door closed behind him.


  “No, sir. Better. I just received a call. Our friend in a certain someone’s office is being personally sent to Los Angeles to retrieve a certain person. He said he will advise as soon as he has them and can make arrangements with us.”


  Silo sat up a little straighter. “Perkins?”


  “I can only guess so, sir. He didn’t name names, but it would be awfully suspicious.”


  “So perhaps the Drunk Monkeys did get her, hmm?”


  “It would appear so.”


  A slow, cunning smile spread across the reverend’s face. “Excellent. Keep me posted.”


  “Will do.”


  


  * * * *


  


  It had taken every ounce of self-control Hannibal Silo possessed not to pump his fist at Jerald’s news.


  Then again, they had come so close before to having Perkins before, perhaps it was best to not get his hopes up.


  He sat back in his chair. Tonight when he got home, after giving his wife her daily discipline, he planned on using her hard, fucking her ass the way he had the past several nights while forcing her to masturbate with the vibrator, putting the whore in her place. Then tomorrow he’d go back to their usual routine for a while. He didn’t want to push her too hard for too long, just long enough to keep her off-balance.


  Besides, hopefully, it wouldn’t be long before she could tragically contract the Kite virus while he was out of town. He wanted her mind filled with loathing over him and her life when she finally died.


  Yes, his new wives, one in each compound, he would be sure to train them up right. But they would be innocents. He wouldn’t have to take them in hand as severely as he had Mary.


  They wouldn’t be whores.


  He would be their first, their only. And they would each begin bearing him children immediately.


  In the next few days, they would start another phase of his long-term plans. He would begin making regular deposits of his sperm for safe-keeping. He wasn’t fond of masturbation simply for ejaculation, not when he had Mary to use for that. But it would be for a worthwhile cause.


  Once they had their new nation underway with him as president, he would begin carefully selecting young, healthy women who would pledge themselves to him. Oh, they could marry, if they wanted. But in exchange for offering to undergo IVF and bear his child, they would be guaranteed, as would any future husband, a safe place high in his church, their needs taken care of for the rest of their lives.


  All they had to do was help repopulate their country with a new wave of true believers straight from his own loins.


  He had to reach down and adjust his slacks. At the thought of all those children running around, sired by him, it had inflated his cock.


  On the other hand, maybe he should let Mary live for a while, so she could witness the first wave of his progeny born to other women. To torture her with what could have been hers had she not been a bitch to him all those years ago.


  Perhaps make her watch every birth, let her observe his young, cherished brides suckle his children, all while he’d ensured, by getting Mary’s tubes tied, that she’d never have the one thing she’d wanted most of all.


  Hmm. That would be a righteous torture for her, wouldn’t it.


  Annnnd there went his erection, fully hard.


  Oh, yes. Mary will definitely get the ass fucking of her life tonight. Maybe I’ll even force her to make herself come four times while I tell her all about my plans.


  He giggled.


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  Roscoe woke up, unable to believe the night before happened.


  Until he looked and actually saw Dolce lying soundly asleep between them.


  Holy crap!


  At one point he’d basically assumed it was a really good dream and went with it. But where his T-shirt gaped at her neck it exposed one of the hickeys they’d left on her shoulders.


  It took every ounce of self-control he had not to lean in and kiss her awake and make love to her again right that second.


  Yes, from the moment they’d met the feisty woman, he’d felt some sort of draw toward her despite how he’d clashed with her. Never in his wildest dreams had he ever expected her to reciprocate his feelings.


  Especially considering the way they’d butted heads.


  Guess we’re moving to the second floor.


  Niner woke up. Roscoe didn’t miss the slight double-take his friend made when he spotted Dolce asleep between them.


  Their eyes met.


  Roscoe suspected the grin on his face matched the one on Niner’s.


  Could he call this love? He wasn’t that naïve. But he was willing to go with this, whatever this was, for as long as they had. As long as she’d let them.


  Hell, he hoped she didn’t wake up and regret last night. Nothing they could do about it if she did, except apologize and hopefully part on friendly terms. They’d need to figure out a way to keep it friendly, because they could always use a mechanic and a sniper on the team. Especially now.


  Then she opened her eyes and smiled at him. “Good morning, asshole.”


  He laughed. “Good morning yourself.” He leaned in and kissed her, pleased when she slipped her fingers around the back of his head and held on to him when he tried to break their kiss before she was ready.


  He would have gladly stayed there and made love to her again, but he heard people up and moving around and knew they needed to get their own butts in gear. “We good?” he asked.


  She nodded. “Yeah, we’re good.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Niner was glad to hear that. When he awoke and realized he hadn’t dreamed the night before, he hoped they hadn’t pushed things too far or too soon with her.


  In the heat of the moment, sure, fair game, but on the next-morning side of it…


  Then she awoke and gave them that gorgeous smile.


  He didn’t care what anyone said. She wasn’t skinny or girlie or any of those other irrelevant qualities. She was a woman who could keep up with them, mentally and physically, and give back in return.


  And he hoped she’d want to stay there.


  He took his turn giving her a good-morning kiss. “Sorry we can’t give you a proper wake-up,” he joked. “But I suspect if we aren’t up and moving here shortly, someone will be pounding on our door.”


  She sat up and stretched, wincing a little. “I need coffee and a clean change of clothes.” She looked down at Roscoe’s T-shirt. “Hope you don’t mind if I borrow this.”


  He grinned. “Not at all.”


  She stood, and as the shirt’s hem briefly revealed the sweet curve of her ass before falling to her upper thigh, he wanted to grab her and drag her back onto the bedroll and have her screaming their names again.


  Okay, tonight. I’ll just have to be horny all day.


  Wasn’t like he was a stranger to that sensation, but this time it felt nearly painful.


  In a good way.


  


  * * * *


  


  Dolce found herself walking a little funny that morning.


  Not that she minded.


  After breakfast, she also found the men had quickly swapped rooms with two other men, who were glad to move down to the first floor with the other “singles.”


  And, strangely enough, all her shit seemed to magically make its way into Niner and Roscoe’s room without her having to lift a finger.


  When the men showed her, she crossed her arms over her chest and gave them a sideways glance. “So you two just naturally assumed I’d be shacking up with you, huh?”


  They’d been smiling, but as they stared at her, their smiles started to fade.


  “Um, well, yeah,” Niner said. “I thought we kind of settled that last night.”


  “Seriously?” Roscoe asked. “Because there wasn’t nothing mixed in the signals we were giving you.”


  She finally took pity on them, the sheer disappointment on their faces almost breaking her heart. She grinned. “You guys are too easy.” She grabbed Roscoe by the front of his shirt and pulled him in for a kiss. “Might find myself looking for duct tape for you, sometimes, but yeah, you’re stuck with me for now.”


  Niner stepped behind her. “Maybe we should spank your ass for scaring us like that.”


  “My ass is sore enough right now, thank you very much. Along with a few other places. Give me a little time to recover from last night, first, please. You boys ain’t exactly what I’d call pencil dicks.”


  Roscoe smiled. “We don’t do anything half-assed in this unit, baby.”


  “No, I can see that. You were both all in last night.”


  Niner snorted. “You got that right.”


  


  * * * *


  


  That evening, Papa gathered everyone around tables in the dining room. “Day after tomorrow, we’re going to bug out of here,” he told them. “I want prep work done sooner than later. we will roll out of here at 5:00 a.m.”


  “Why are we waiting a day?” Pandora asked. “Why not leave tomorrow morning.”


  “For starters, we don’t quite have a new safe house lined up yet. Bubba is still working on that and should have things finalized tomorrow, thanks to help from Mark. Q, Sin, Canuck, and Clara need time to shut down the lab, move everything to the RV, and get it secured for travel. That’s going to be our mobile lab for when we’re in BFE and don’t have a place to stay. They can’t do a lot of experiments or anything while on the move, but we can keep some things going. Ak’s finished with the solar to genny crossover hookup on it.”


  “I hope waiting another day isn’t too long,” Mark said.


  “That makes two of us,” Papa said.


  Now that Dolce had gotten over her hate-hate stage with Roscoe, she was glad she’d taken the chance on the men. No, she couldn’t and wouldn’t call it love. But she was fine with lust, for now. If it developed into something more in the future, all the better.


  If not, she wasn’t going to regret what she’d done. Especially not when wasting energy on regret like that might get someone killed. She always had time for that later, when they were in a safe location and the universe stopped spinning just long enough she could get her mental feet under her again.


  Who am I kidding? Until they completed their mission and there was a vaccine for Kite, they’d be on the run until or unless something else killed them.


  So might as well keep enjoying the hunks while I can.


  After they retired for the night, the men took a slightly slower and more mellow approach to lovemaking this time. Roscoe and Niner undressed her, lowering her down onto the bedrolls before they started stripping.


  Daayyaammnn. Yes, the sight of their rippling muscles and tight asses could make her mouth water and her pussy wet in a second flat.


  Maybe less.


  Yeah, I’m good with just sex for now.


  Hell, they were cute. And she was starting to see a slightly softer side to Roscoe’s bristly Brooklyn outer shell.


  Maybe I can suck the bristly off him.


  Now there was a plan she could get behind, and one she knew she’d have to try tonight. Tomorrow night, they’d need sleep, considering it would be their last night in a secure rack.


  She crooked both her index fingers at them. “I don’t know about you boys, but I want some slow and sexy tonight. We did angry makeup sex last night. Sort of. And kind of in the wrong order, considering it was our first night together.”


  Niner looked at Roscoe. “Damn, she talks as much as you do.”


  He grinned. “See? She’s perfect for us.”


  The men knelt on either side of her, each one taking a nipple into their mouth, their hands sliding down to her pussy. Niner gently parted the folds of her labia with one finger, while Roscoe centered on her clit.


  Eyes falling closed, Dolce grabbed the men by their heads and held on tight. Yes, there was nothing wrong about this at all in her book.


  She wanted slow and sexy, and that was exactly what they gave her, taking their time to work her up toward her first release. Niner slipped one finger inside her pussy, then a second. By the time the third slid into her now-drenched cunt, she’d bit down on her lower lip to keep from crying out as Roscoe’s finger on her clit drove her closer to orgasm.


  Finally, she couldn’t hold it back any longer. Niner’s hand started slamming into her pussy as he finger-fucked her, Roscoe keeping her climax rolling along at a pretty strong clip. Her body greedily clamped down on Niner’s fingers, every sensation intense and delicious and she didn’t care about the world outside. They sucked and nipped at her nipples, the liquid-hot jolts of pleasure flowing straight to her clit and adding to the intensity of her orgasms.


  They were, for the moment, her world.


  It took every other thought out of her brain. If they could do that, she would definitely stay with them for the long haul.


  Hell, it was more than worth it to her to not have to think about anything else for a few blissful minutes.


  Nothing else but the pleasure these men were determined to wring out of her body.


  Finally, as she lay gasping between them, catching her breath, their hands slowed. Now both of them were taking turns dipping their fingers into her cunt, then up to circle her swollen, sensitive clit, and back again to her pussy.


  They lifted their heads, pleased smiles on their faces.


  “How was that?” Niner asked.


  She nodded. “A good start.”


  Roscoe let out a snort. “Baby, you’re about to get rode hard and put up wet.” Niner turned around and pulled her on top of him in a sixty-nine as Roscoe knelt behind her and started swiping the head of his cock up and down her wet pussy.


  She let out a soft moan of pleasure around Niner’s thick cock in her mouth, loving this feeling, the ability to just. Let. Go.


  Oh, yes, definitely, if this was what she had to look forward to, she’d keep it going as long as she could.


  Roscoe teased her with his cock, not quite sliding it into her as Niner sucked her clit between his lips. “We get through all of this,” Roscoe said, “we’re going to go somewhere quiet, with a nice, big bed, and we’re going to spend about a month in that bed with you.”


  That sounded good to her.


  And made him sound nothing like an asshole.


  Glad I took a chance on him.


  Boy, howdy.


  He finally thrust into her, slowly, taking his time until his cock was completely fisted by her pussy and his thighs pressed against the backs of hers. Then he grabbed her hips and slowly fucked her, taking his time, letting Niner pull two more orgasms out of her before picking up the pace.


  Niner’s cock had grown increasingly hard, warming against her tongue as his balls tightened and prepared to shoot a load of his cum down her throat. When she came one last time, both men sped up, Niner now fucking his hips up to meet her lips while Roscoe’s every thrust pushed her mouth deeper onto Niner’s cock.


  “Get ready,” Roscoe warned, his voice strained.


  Best she could tell, the two men pretty much came at the same time, each one shooting a load into her at either end, until they all collapsed on the bed, spent and tired.


  As they got turned around and situated with her snuggled between the men, she found their hands and laced fingers with them. “I think I’m ready to fall asleep.”


  The men offered no complaints or resistance.


  As she drifted, she realized how ironic it was that she was beginning to find herself in the happiest time of her life romantically, while all around them a city was literally disintegrating.


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  Dolce’s eyes popped open. She stared up into the darkness, wondering what had awakened her.


  To either side, Niner and Roscoe lay soundly sleeping. She didn’t hear any of the other people bunked on the second floor stirring.


  No midnight moanings. It was quiet.


  Too quiet.


  She sat up and stared at the windows, where a little light from distant streetlights tried to creep through the vertical blinds.


  Something had awakened her.


  She stood and grabbed her clothes, every nerve in her body on edge, on high alert.


  If she didn’t know any better, she’d think…


  “Get up, guys,” she quietly said. The feeling grew, exponentially, the sick, primordial fear coalescing somewhere deep in her gut.


  Niner mumbled something.


  “Get up!” she said, just as she felt the first tremors begin to shake the building.


  That got the men moving. They jumped up and off the bedrolls and started grabbing clothes while she headed for the door.


  The shaking didn’t slow and stop, like most quakes. If anything, it grew worse, stronger, sounds like the bowels of the Earth ripping themselves apart filling the room.


  “Fuck!” Niner stumbled as he tried to get his pants pulled on.


  Dolce grabbed her boots and made it to the door, opening it and standing there in the opening as she jammed her feet into her boots while she leaned against the door frame.


  “What the hell?” Roscoe said.


  “Earthquake.” Down the hall, in the darkness and over the screams of the building around them, she heard the others also bunked upstairs awake and moving and yelling to each other.


  And still the shaking continued.


  “Get to the stairwell,” she yelled at everyone. “It’s reinforced. Go!” She knew all schools in the state had to have earthquake-resistant reinforced stairwell structures.


  She ran and didn’t stop to see if they were following her. In the dark, she angled toward the stairwell door and kept going. Fortunately, when she reached it, it opened for her and she headed into it, holding onto the railing to keep her balance.


  And still the shaking continued.


  She knew time felt weirdly distorted based on her fear, but it seemed like it stretched into hours that the shaking continued, even though she knew realistically it was likely less than two minutes. Others had joined her in the stairwell as the shaking and noise finally stopped, dust filtering down on them like a light, dry rain as silence filled the space. Fortunately, the sprinkler system in the school hadn’t gone off.


  “Wait,” she said, still holding on to the railing.


  “What?” Roscoe said in the darkness.


  “Just…wait. Aftershocks, and we need to make sure the building isn’t going to collapse. We don’t want to be down there if it does. We’d be better off in here or on the roof.”


  They heard Papa yelling up to them from the downstairs doorway.


  “Stay there!” she yelled. “Just give it a minute. Get everyone out down there. And get the vehicles moved outside!”


  “Check the lab!” Clara yelled from a couple of steps above her. “And get the gas turned off!” she added.


  “Shit,” Papa muttered.


  As the minutes ticked past, a small aftershock sent a tremor through the building, but nothing like the big quake.


  “How big you think that was?” Niner asked.


  “Big,” Ak said. “Never felt one that big before, and I’ve lived here all my life. Or one that lasted that long. That had to be at least a 7 or an 8. Maybe stronger.”


  “I’ve never felt one that big in Colima, either,” Clara said, “and I felt a lot of them.”


  “I’m going back up,” Omega said. “To the roof. Gonna check things out.”


  Dolce wanted to tell him no, to wait, but he wasn’t her problem.


  She heard him go up the stairs, even though in the dark she couldn’t see. After a moment, she listened as he struggled with and finally wrenched the roof door open.


  “Wedged in the frame,” he called down. “Tight.”


  “Building probably shifted a little,” she said. “We need to be careful.”


  “God, I hope none of the samples fell over and broke open in the lab,” Clara said, dread filling her voice.


  “I personally wouldn’t go in there without protective clothing, if I were you,” Dolce said. “Chances are anything that was on a table ended up on the floor unless it was nailed down.”


  “Shit.”


  “Holy crap,” Omega called out from the roof. “Get up here. You all gotta see this.”


  Dolce didn’t want to, but Roscoe and Niner coaxed her to go with them up to the roof. Then again, being on the roof would likely be safer than being inside the building, reinforced stairwell or not.


  Outside, it was still dark, the perpetual smog layer obscuring the sky and any light from the stars and moon. But it was darker still, except for the orange glow to the north and west…and spotty patches of orange now all over the city.


  Three buildings that had been just to their south were…well, gone. It looked like they’d totally pancaked down to the first level despite only being about thirty years old and likely built to current earthquake safety codes. Other structures around them, houses and businesses alike, were severely damaged or completely collapsed.


  Nowhere were lights visible, either in the city or the surrounding hills. The only light came from the fires from the riots, and fires elsewhere. Even the high-rise structures of downtown, usually visible from the roof, were dark…if they were still even standing. It was hard to tell with the smoke and smog which option would win out.


  “Son of a bitch,” Omega said. “Power’s out all over.”


  “It won’t be coming back on,” Dolce said. “That’s it. The city’s toast. We need to get packed up and bugged out ASAP. Preferably in the next few minutes. Anyone still close to the coast will be moving inland in case there’s a tsunami. We can’t wait.”


  “Ain’t no one gonna argue with your logic,” Niner said.


  Dolce heard men downstairs cursing and struggling to get the garage doors manually opened. One of them did, because then she heard the sound of the RV cranking up as someone moved it.


  At least that was okay. They’d need it, too.


  From the stairwell, Papa yelled at them. “Clara! We need you downstairs. Now.”


  She peeled off from their group and headed for the stairwell doorway when another brief aftershock hit, throwing some of them off their feet.


  Dolce found her men in the faint glow provided by the distant fires. “I’ll finish getting dressed and get my stuff packed,” she said. “I’ll meet you downstairs and help Mark get his things out.”


  That seemed to be a popular idea. In less than twenty minutes, everyone upstairs had packed and moved their stuff to a staging area outside in front of the building.


  Except Clara. She and the three scientists were apparently in the lab. Dolce glanced that way on one of her trips downstairs, and through the window in the door she spotted flashlights moving around in the chemistry lab.


  No way was Dolce going in there.


  Doc, however, apparently needed to pitch in and help them, because Dolce saw him donning a protective suit and heading that way as she helped Mark get moved.


  Dolce helped Tango get all of Clara’s stuff packed and moved once she knew Mark was squared away.


  Downstairs, Mark was seated in a chair, his shotgun lying across his lap as he stood guard over their stuff. He nodded at her worried glance his way. “Don’t worry, I got this, kiddo,” he said. “You go help them get everything packed and loaded. We need to bug out right now.”


  “My thinking exactly.”


  “In the morning, as soon as it’s light, there will be a mass exodus by anyone not close to the coastline. We can’t wait that long. Roads will be jammed.”


  Even though the compound’s wall was in the way, she stared off to the north, where their apartment building was.


  “Look,” Mark said, accurately reading her thoughts, “either they will get back to the building and call, or they won’t. Nothing you can do about it right now. We don’t even know if the building’s still standing.”


  “I could get be there in ten minutes.”


  “On a good day with green lights. You might not even be able to get through the streets.”


  She wanted to argue with him. Wanted to fight to go back there and check on things.


  Unfortunately, she also knew what she might find. If the building was still standing, it might be heavily damaged.


  And her friends probably wouldn’t even be there if they hadn’t contacted her yet.


  Papa gathered most of them downstairs. “They’re packing up the lab now. They lost one cooler of samples, but they’ve sprayed down everything with disinfectant, so it’ll hopefully kill anything that might have gotten loose. Once they’re done packing, they’ll load everything into the RV, and Clara will drive it. The rest of us need to be ready to move when they are. Omega and Uni will be in charge of getting vehicles loaded. If it ain’t packed when we roll out of here, it ain’t coming. So make sure you’ve swept through your quarters and grabbed everything you need to take with you. We’ve got enough vehicles we can afford a few extras, but if space becomes a premium, dump any nonessential equipment. We’re back to a nomadic existence at this point.”


  Mark spoke up. “Anyone know what time it is?”


  “Two twelve,” someone said.


  “Can we be ready to leave by three thirty?” Mark asked Papa.


  “I don’t know. We’re waiting on the lab to be packed up and loaded. I’m going to put Tango in a suit once the lab’s buttoned up, so he can help them load equipment. But I want as few people involved with the lab as possible since there’s a risk of exposure.”


  Dolce got a flashlight and headed inside and upstairs again. Another aftershock rumbled through, subsiding almost before she had a chance to be afraid. Several windows had broken out downstairs in the classrooms. When she made her way upstairs, she crossed paths with Pandora, who was coming down from the roof with a potted plant in her arms. “Can you help me grab as many of these as we can? The tomatoes will be ready in a couple of weeks. I really don’t want to leave them if we have room. And the greens are growing well. We might need the food.”


  “Okay.”


  Niner and Roscoe joined Dolce in a final, quick search through their quarters. Nothing was left behind. Then they helped Pandora schlep as many of the container plants as they could move downstairs. The pots were wedged into trucks and cars and minivans as they could make space for them. Some of the larger planters, Pandora used smaller pots to remove and save as many plants as she could.


  Pandora looked for any available space. “We need to rig a setup for on top of the RV or something in the future.”


  “We can do that when we don’t have to worry about dying,” Dolce assured her. “Right now, our priority is getting out of the city.”


  Even as Dolce said that, she once again thought about her friends. Considering how many days it’d been since they’d last been home, she doubted they were healthy, much less alive.


  The uncertainty was what ate at her.


  The guilt over feeling like she was abandoning them.


  “Sorry,” Pandora said. “You’re right. Guess I’m in shock.”


  “Bye-bye showers and privacy,” Ak said as they stared up at the building. A large crack in the front wall zigzagged through the stucco.


  “Bye-bye, Los Angeles,” Dolce muttered.


  “You didn’t like it here, did you?” Ak asked. “In the city, I mean.”


  “No.”


  “Then why did you live here? You could have gone anywhere after the military.”


  “Because of my friend, Sarah. I didn’t have anywhere else in particular to go.”


  “I’ve never lived anywhere else. Hell, I’ve never left the LA area. I’m looking forward to seeing what else there is.”


  “You haven’t missed a lot,” Dolce told her. “At least you had family.”


  Ak sounded sad. “Yeah. Fat lot of good that did me,” she softly said. “I couldn’t keep them safe.”


  Regretting her words and tone, Dolce turned to the younger woman. “I’m sorry about your brother and your aunt,” she said. “I know that had to be rough.”


  “Do you think your friends are still alive?”


  Dolce shrugged. “I don’t know.” It maddened her that she couldn’t see outside the compound’s walls from ground level. “I’d like to make one last attempt to find out.”


  Papa called for attention. “Last call for anyone needing anything out of the building. The lab is packed and ready to be moved. Once they open that lab door, no one’s allowed inside the building again except them. Got it?”


  Two of the men rushed back inside to grab a couple of things. Once they returned, Papa got everyone organized.


  “Move the RV next to the garage,” Papa ordered. “They’re bringing stuff out. Everyone, stay clear.”


  They started bringing equipment out, wrapped in tarps and large plastic bags, sealed with duct tape.


  Dolce wondered if that’d really keep any of them safe if the virus was as virulent as it was supposed to be.


  I have a hard time believing a trash bag can keep me safe from a virus.


  Then again, she didn’t have to deal with it.


  She felt badly for Pandora, however, who’d been ordered to stay away from her men. They were helping schlep everything out to the RV and getting it stowed and secured. Dolce kept an arm slung over the woman’s shoulders for comfort as, from a safe distance, they watched the six people moving things into the RV.


  While the others were waiting, Papa and Alpha detailed the plan.


  “The RV will stay in the middle of the convoy,” Papa said. “Between the two open-bed trucks. I want everyone armed as much as they can be, and that RV gets protected at any and all costs. Anyone who comes anywhere close to that vehicle, give them a warning shot. If they don’t stop coming, shoot to kill. Don’t let yourself get bit or scratched, either. I don’t want to lose anyone to Kite. Got it? And any vehicles with solar engines, run off those and battery power, if you can, to conserve your fuel.”


  Once the RV was loaded, running, and in position, they were ready for Niner to open the gate before he jumped into the lead vehicle and they headed off. Mark was riding with them, to give directions to his friend’s place. Papa was in the rear vehicle, in contact by radio, with Alpha in a middle vehicle.


  “We’re heading toward Altadena,” Mark said over the radio. “Then to Highway 2 through the mountains. I have a friend with property over in Wrightwood. Our eventual short-term goal will be Bakersfield, but from what I’ve heard, I don’t know if trying to get through Santa Clarita is a good idea. We’d have to go through some pretty large pockets of riot violence, based on what the scanners were saying, to get there without going out of our way. I don’t know anyone living there, either, who we can bunk with if we got stuck there. If we made it all the way through to Castaic, I’ve got a friend with a place in the hills. But that’s a damn big risk to take. I think this will be our best bet for now. Hopefully, 2 is still passable.”


  Ak spoke up over the radio. “Can I ask a stupid question?”


  “Sure,” Mark told her.


  “Why not go further east and pick up the 15?”


  “Because there’s a lot of overpasses, and the upper deck express lanes. A quake this big, I don’t care what they said they’re made of. A lot of them will be down. Lots of older bridges and overpasses, too. And all the traffic will head for those big roads if they are open. We’ll likely hit some traffic on 2, but not as much. I hope. Not at night, anyway. And if we’re not on 2 by sunset, I’ve got a friend in Altadena who can hide us for the night. If his place is still standing.”


  “What if 2 isn’t passable?” Ak asked. “That’s a mountain road. I know in the past landslides have closed it.”


  “We’ll figure that out when we get there,” Mark said. “For now, that’s our destination. Stay close, everyone.”


  As Dolce settled into the backseat, she hoped they’d all still be standing come the next night. In the darkness, she tried to catch sight of the apartment building in the distance, but there just wasn’t enough light to see it.


  If it was even still there.


  I’m sorry, Sarah, Colleen, Desiree. I hope I haven’t just abandoned you three.


  Chapter Twenty


  


  Before Hannibal Silo fell asleep that night, he couldn’t stop thinking about the unresolved issue with Macaletto. How they hadn’t received any updates from him yet.


  It concerned him.


  Maybe he had underestimated Arliss even more than he previously thought.


  Then again, maybe he needed to learn patience. Something very difficult for him to maintain when he knew he was so close to his goals.


  His dreams were filled with disturbing images of Kiters roaming the otherwise deserted streets of his St. Louis stronghold, of nuclear blasts and waves of refugees all looking for a handout of money from him.


  The dreams terrified him so much that it was a relief when he was rudely awakened before dawn the next morning by a phone call from Jerald.


  “Sir, there has been a massive earthquake in Los Angeles.” Silo rubbed his forehead as Jerald detailed what he knew.


  He struggled to wake up and wrap his head around what Jerald was telling him. “Dammit. Anything from Macaletto yet?”


  “Not yet, sir. And this might complicate things in that department, too.”


  Of course it would. “Come pick me up. I’ll get a shower and get dressed and be waiting for you. Call the production team and have them meet us at the studios.”


  “Sir?”


  “I want to get a message on the air immediately. Video and audio. Send it to all our affiliates, and buy time if you have to on California stations. I want to jump on this right now, while fear is fresh.”


  “Yes, sir. I’ll be right over.”


  Silo ended the call and sat up, swinging his legs over the side of the bed. It was going to be a long day, but capitalizing on an event of this magnitude, as they’d already proven in the wake of China’s attack on North Korea, would be another windfall for their coffers.


  And no way would he let that opportunity slip through his fingers.


  Any time there was a massive disaster, he could count on an increase in donations. Especially if it was a local disaster, or lots of kids died.


  One of the perks was he didn’t even have to say the funds they were soliciting would specifically go toward disaster relief. Oh, sure, they did send doctors, or supplies, or help fund transport to get needed items there.


  But the best part about being a church was their tax-free status. Allll that lovely money flowing in like water being turned into wine.


  And he barely had to lift a finger to make it happen. Just pull pool footage from network feeds and show it, throw in a very pitiable interview with a couple of victims, and kaboom, coffers overflowed.


  That was a good thing, because he suspected the government officials he’d had in his pocket in that region would no longer be able to make their monthly extortion payments to keep their wrongdoings private.


  He could be an utter dick and release the information anyway, but with a disaster of that scope, it’s not like it would even earn a mention on an entertainment news show, much less the real news.


  No, consider it a wash, let them know they were off the hook until further notice, but that if he heard about their situations taking an upswing for the better and they didn’t start making their payments again, he would ruin them.


  He gave a nod. Yes, that would be the Christian thing to do. To offer them the charity of letting their payments go.


  He could live with that, even though it might hit them in the pocket for about fifty grand a month. The disaster donations would make up for it.


  Which suit should I wear? He stood and walked over to his closet. What color combination and tie would best say, Send money, beloveds?


  


  Chapter Twenty-One


  


  Just after sunrise on their journey through the ruined city and toward Highway 2, they stopped at one relatively safe-looking place at the southern edge of Whittier Narrows. It was an old recreation area, and gave them a decent view of the surrounding area to help prevent them from being ambushed. Lima wanted to try to get a sat-link connection to Bubba to send him an update on what had happened before they went too much farther, or before they ended up involved in a firefight if they encountered a mob somewhere.


  Dolce still had difficulty trying to comprehend the utter scope of the devastation, made even worse as the anemic sun tried to penetrate the thick blanket of smoke and smog now covering the ruined valley basin. Whatever safe house they might have been working on in the greater LA area was no longer a viable option. They needed Bubba’s eyes in the skies, so to speak, to get them to safety without jeopardizing the work the three scientists were engaged in.


  “This is not good,” Ak said as she surveyed the landscape. “They won’t be able to rebuild if Kite gets away from them now. It’ll be a ghost town when everyone dies or kills each other.”


  Dolce had never harbored any fondness for the area. “Might not be a bad thing in the long run. Clean the place out.”


  Ak looked shocked. “You don’t mean that.”


  “Maybe I do.”


  “Your friends are out there.”


  Dolce swallowed back her emotions. “That’s the problem. Somewhere. Who knows where? My gut tells me they’re already dead, even though I wish they weren’t. But maybe they’re better off and we’re the ones wrong for trying to stop it. Maybe the earth is trying to reboot itself.”


  “I don’t know about you,” Ak said, her voice tinged with an edge of anger, “but I don’t want to die. I want to live.”


  “I didn’t say I want to die. But let’s face it, we’ve overrun the globe. Maybe this is the human race’s hard reset as an entire species, something that’s been long overdue.” She stared at her hands. “Unfortunately, there are people who shouldn’t be on this earth, like that goddamned preacher, and the people who wanted this virus created. Too bad they’re not the ones gone.”


  “Technically,” Ak said, “I think the guy in North Korea is gone.”


  “True.” Dolce sucked in another breath. “Sorry I’m a downer. Right now, I’m just…this is too much.”


  Lima called them over. “Hey, listen to this.” He turned up the satellite radio he’d been monitoring and switched it to speaker mode from where he’d been listening to it with headphones.


  Reverend Hannibal Silo’s voice oozed from the speakers. “Beloved children of God, it is obvious in this time of need that the Holy Spirit is trying to speak to us in human terms we can understand. Recent events—violence, pestilence, and now natural disasters—concentrated in the Los Angeles area and other problematic areas around the world, can only mean one thing—”


  “That he’s about to hustle for more money,” Roscoe snarked.


  “Shh,” Papa said.


  “It is time,” the reverend droned, “to prepare our hearts and minds for the Kingdom of Heaven, which is close at hand. It is time to make your hearts right with God, and heed His call…”


  Dolce shook her head in disgust. “Love how he fails to mention how he was trying to help things along.”


  “Well, because that would require honesty,” Niner said.


  “Shh!” Papa scolded.


  The message droned on for a few more minutes, more of the same, finishing with a plea for money to help them with disaster relief efforts and to help bring more people into the Kingdom of Heaven, before he signed off.


  Ak’s expression would have cowered Dolce if she didn’t know how sweet the woman was under normal circumstances. “Well, he didn’t waste any time pimping this disaster, did he?”


  “Lima,” Papa said, “get back on the wire to Bubba. Have him check and see how many other places Silo has put out messages like this, if possible. I want to know if that’s directly targeted to this region, or a blanket one that aired everywhere.”


  “Uh, okay, but why?”


  “Yeah,” Dolce said. “It’s not like he caused the earthquake.” She hesitated. “Did he?”


  “No, but I want to know how he’s trying to capitalize on it,” Papa said. “Find out from Bubba if there are any hints we can take away from this, where he might be targeting other areas.”


  “Like maybe the areas where we know they sent other volunteers?” Ak asked.


  “Exactly. If he only broadcast this message in the Los Angeles area, or only to a few select markets that match the target areas, okay.”


  “But if he put it out in other, limited markets,” Dolce asked, now following his train of thought, “it might mean plans we don’t know about yet?”


  He nodded.


  “Roger roger,” Lima said. “I’m on it.”


  “This guy sounds like a real douchecanoe,” Dolce said. “And here I just thought he was another harmless jackass with a TV show.”


  Niner nodded. “Babe, you don’t know the half of it.” As they got back into their vehicles and waited for the convoy to start moving again, Niner, Roscoe, Pandora, and Ak, who were also riding with them, filled Dolce in on the details she hadn’t quite received yet.


  By the time they were finished filling in the blanks, Dolce felt even more sick to her stomach than she had originally when she learned about North Korea’s planned fuckery.


  “This can’t be a coincidence,” she said. “My gut says he’s involved.”


  “More than just your gut,” Pandora said. “But he’s a slippery fuck. He’s taken great pains to make sure nothing so far is directly traceable back to him.”


  “How could he be getting away with this?” Dolce asked. “And why? I’ll admit I haven’t been to church since before my parents died, but I don’t remember the preacher there being anything like this. He was a nice guy.”


  “Most preachers are,” Ak said. “Silo is an aberration. He kept his nose clean all the years and is taking advantage of the situation. Leastways, that’s my guess. Kept slowly suckering people in all this time. Built up a respectable empire. Only showed one side of himself to the masses until he saw an opportunity to strike.”


  “With enough money and influence,” Mark said, “you can pretty much buy your way into power. That’s what he’s doing. Getting more powerful all the time as people look to him for comfort and answers. Problem is, there aren’t any answers, except for fuckery by people and natural disasters. That’s it. The only greater ‘design’ by anyone is by the people with the money and power.”


  “Okay,” Papa said over the radio. “We’ve stalled here long enough. Let’s get up to Altadena.”


  


  * * * *


  


  As they worked their way across ground-level roads, they had to wind their way back and forth to make northerly progress. Several sections of the upper deck express levels of the San Bernardino Freeway were down or partly down, blocking any chance they had of forcibly crossing it. They had to track east for nearly a mile before they found an overpass they could safely cross under with the RV and make it to the north side of the freeway.


  It took them several hours to navigate through more ruined neighborhoods and a growing number of mobile refugees to make it to the Foothill Freeway, where they had the same problem, hunting for a way across.


  They only had to fire off one warning shot before they reached the southern edge of Altadena late in the day. And that was at a small, rowdy crowd in one neighborhood, who insisted they were going to ride along with their group.


  Papa made the call to stop for the night. “Considering how long it’s taken us to get this far, I don’t think we should press our luck on the highway tonight. How do we get to your friend’s place?”


  “He’s up in Chiquita Canyon.” He showed them on a map.


  Fortunately, while there was still a lot of damage in the area, and apparently no power, it did seem marginally less impacted than some of the areas to the south.


  But when they rolled up to Mark’s friend’s place, the large house and property nestled at the foot of a hill felt deserted. No vehicles sat in the driveway. The house, a newer-looking one, appeared to be undamaged.


  Papa gave everyone orders to stay in the vehicles as he and Mark approached the front of the house. After knocking several times on the front door, they walked around back, returning a moment later.


  Mark held up a key. “Looks like they bugged out. House is a mess, from what we can see through a back window. Controlled mess, like they packed and left in a hurry.”


  “You sure they won’t come back and shoot us for being here?” Alpha asked.


  “Yeah, he’s a friend of mine. He’ll understand. Hell, if we tidy up inside for him, he’ll probably appreciate it. We’ll camp out behind the house, just use the bathrooms and kitchen.” His expression turned grim. “He’s got property in Colorado, too. A hunting cabin. I’d be willing to bet that’s where they’re heading. I know he’s mentioned before that he was prepped to leave if things ever got bad.”


  “Then let’s make camp for the night,” Papa said. “I want all the vehicles in back, behind the house, parked so they’re close enough to each other to defend, but not so close together any of them are blocked in by the others in case we have to leave in a hurry and one of them won’t start. Stay packed and mobile, except the small tents that come right down. We aren’t setting up house here. I want everyone able to bug out in less than five minutes, if necessary.”


  There were a couple of large, old oak trees growing behind the house that likely provided nice shade under normal circumstances, but didn’t block the solar panels on the roof. They nestled the RV under one of them to help conceal it. It would be closely guarded, even more than the other vehicles.


  The gas had been turned off to the house, but when they turned it back on, they didn’t smell any leaks. The electricity was off, but Mark found where they had a solar-panel crossover from the roof and got that engaged. The water, fortunately, was still flowing.


  How long that would last, no one knew. They weren’t even sure it would be drinkable, but at least it meant showers and flushing toilets.


  It was dark by the time they were settled. Papa ordered using no electric lights, and as few flashlights and lanterns as possible to avoid drawing attention to themselves. He and Lima finally got around to checking in with Bubba on Papa’s sat-linked “football,” what he called the secure laptop he used for getting orders from Arliss, and now messages from Bubba.


  “Dammit,” Papa muttered. “He says reports and current sat data show 2 is impassible through the mountains. And the National Guard is funneling survivors east to Barstow. North through Santa Clarita is going to be our best bet.”


  Mark frowned. “I don’t like it, but we’ll try it. Your friend knows more than we do at this point.”


  “Even better, we have a side mission.” Papa looked at Dolce. “Guess we get to see how good a sniper you really are.”


  “What?”


  “Our mole has been sent to El Segundo, to get Dr. Perkins and bring her in.”


  “How did the mole know that?”


  “Bubba told Arliss we have her. Arliss sent Macaletto out here so we can take him out.” He scrubbed his face with his hands. “Okay, this farking earthquake really messed us up. Mark, I’m going to need your help picking out a meeting spot where we can set up an ambush.”


  “I think I know exactly the place. But tell Arliss to stall. We need to send a couple of scouts out first to make sure we can even get there and that it’s not overrun with earthquake survivors. We’ll need an extra day. With the earthquake, that won’t raise any alarms with your mole.”


  Papa nodded. “Recon in the morning then. Let’s get this place buttoned up. I want double sentries, four-hour shifts.”


  Alpha straightened. “Orders?”


  “Anyone tries to break our ranks, use extreme prejudice.”


  “What does that mean?” Ak asked.


  “Shoot to kill,” Dolce said.


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  


  It was well after dark when they finally had their camp set up. Clara was staring at her monitor that reported on the conditions of the samples. “Did we verify all those cold storage units in the RV are plugged into genny power when we switched over from the solar?” Clara asked Doc as they prepared to leave the RV. “It looks like the temp is creeping up on one of them, like maybe it’s not plugged in.”


  “I didn’t. I thought you all did that.”


  “Would you mind looking?” she asked him. “I’m not sure I can move them around by myself, and there’s not room for both of us in there.” Sin, Q, and Canuck had already left the RV and removed their protective suits. It wasn’t worth making one of those two men get suited up again.


  “Sure.”


  Doc turned around in the back compartment and edged his way around the coolers and other cases of equipment and supplies there.


  “You find it?” Clara called to him.


  “I’m looking for it,” he said. “Kind of dark in here.”


  “It’s night.”


  “Yeah, yeah,” he muttered.


  “Want me to bring you a flashlight?”


  “Yeah, maybe I need one.”


  He felt the RV rock a little on its springs as she worked her way down the galley, past the stuff there, toward the back. “Don’t these things have levelers or something?” he asked.


  “Yeah, I think so. Wh—”


  A thump and scattered rolling, rattling sounds across the RV’s roof scared the crap out of her, and him. She let out a startled shriek while he jumped, reacting to both the noise on the roof and Clara’s cry. The flashlight beam madly bounced around the RV’s cabin, cutting through the dark.


  A sharp, slicing pain shot through his left thigh. “Motherfucker,” he muttered, unable to see what he’d done to himself.


  The thumping on the roof scrambled, running quickly down the RV until, about halfway down, it sounded like the critter leapt for the tree.


  Clara laughed. “I think it was a damn squirrel.” The flashlight’s beam focused on the floor as she made her way back to where he was. “Farking things, they—” Her words cut off with a gasp.


  “What? What’s wrong?”


  He looked at her face, then realized her gaze was low and on him. He followed the path of the flashlight beam and looked down.


  There was a slice in the left leg of his protective suit, and blood visible through the gap.


  “Shit.”


  “Doc—”


  “Don’t. It’s okay. It’ll be okay.” He felt his pulse even out, even as his blood ran cold. “Clara, put the flashlight down on that box there.”


  “But, Doc—”


  “Clara,” he quietly said. “Do it.” He didn’t want her touching him, even through their protective suits. “Go. Get out of here.”


  “You’re bleeding.”


  “There’s a first aid kit up front. I’ll take care of it.”


  “I can’t just—”


  “Go!” he roared.


  She flinched.


  He felt badly about that, but he needed her to go. To get the fuck out of there.


  Because he didn’t want her seeing how badly he was going to be shaking when he started giving himself the stick tests.


  And he definitely didn’t want her telling Pandora how scared he looked.


  Dammit.


  She finally sat the flashlight down and backed up. He waited until he heard the side door close, and the sound of her spraying herself down with disinfectant, then scrambling out of her suit, followed by running footsteps and her trembling voice as she called out for Papa.


  He finished getting the sample cooler’s loose electrical plug shoved into its socket so the damn thing didn’t warm up. Then he grabbed the flashlight and forced himself back down the passage to the door, snapping the lock shut. He didn’t want anyone else in there with him. And he knew damn well Tango would have his hands full trying to keep Pandora from losing her friggin’ mind over him.


  He sat on the sofa and pointed the flashlight beam at his leg. Yep, whatever he’d sliced his leg on, it had gone through the damn suit, through his trousers, and right into his flesh. It wasn’t a very deep wound, but, depending on what he’d cut it on, that might not matter.


  Most of the equipment in the RV had been exposed in the lab when the earthquake knocked stuff over. Yes, they’d disinfected as much as they could, but it wasn’t perfect.


  Nothing was.


  Okay. Relax. You can do this.


  He was reaching for the first aid kit when he heard the doorknob rattle, followed immediately by someone pounding on the door.


  “Open up, Doc,” Tango yelled.


  “Nope,” he called back. “You know the drill.”


  “You were just cut. Open up.”


  “Clara? You out there?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Explain things to him, please,” he said as he opened the kit and found antiseptic, gauze, and a bandage.


  He also spied a package of test strips and pulled them out.


  He’d need them. Fortunately, despite being almost six months old, they hadn’t reached their expiration date yet.


  He heard voices talking outside, but too low for him to make out exactly who or what they were saying. “What time is it?” he called out as he ripped open the package of gauze.


  Papa answered. “Ten seventeen.”


  “Someone keep time for me, please.”


  “Why don’t you come out here?” Papa said. “Why keep exposing yourself?”


  “Better me than all of you,” he said. “Can’t risk it. Won’t risk it. You know the protocols. Better me in here than me out there.”


  He cleaned out the gash with the gauze and antiseptic, because there was no reason to risk an infection of the more mundane kind. After putting a large bandage on it, he sat back and eyed the test strips.


  Yes, it was too early, but he had to know.


  He grabbed a strip from the kit and stuck himself, breathing out a sigh of relief when it remained clear in the flashlight’s beam.


  Okay. You can do this. Easy. Like when Tango went through it, it’s just hard on the nerves.


  Well, that was the understatement of the century.


  He ran a quick inventory of his test strips. He’d have three extra from the small kit after finishing all his required testing, so he’d need to be careful.


  Now all he could do was settle back and wait to see what happened.


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  


  A little before daybreak, Doc was feeling less than relieved. Despite the test strips staying clear, he felt like he was developing a fever.


  Yes, it was generally too soon to develop Kite symptoms. Usually, it took at least a couple of days.


  But he was still clear.


  That didn’t matter, because something nagged at him.


  He took his temperature with a digital thermometer and confirmed he was running a slight fever.


  No use telling anyone that yet. He didn’t want to worry them over nothing.


  They’d stashed food and water in the RV before they’d left the safe house, in case of an emergency. He had the head right there as well. He’d napped throughout the night, but not well, and didn’t feel rested at all.


  As his fever started climbing, he stared at his next test strip on the table, debating whether or not to stick himself. He knew he had to.


  He just didn’t want to.


  Finally, he did it.


  Clear.


  Maybe it’s just a regular bug and a coincidence. Flu, a cold, anything.


  He hoped. He didn’t think it would be something like sepsis or blood poisoning. Or Kite. Not that soon. Maybe a day later. But hours? Wouldn’t that mean he’d been infected earlier?


  I hope Tango and Pandora and everyone aren’t infected.


  Someone knocked on the door. Tango. “How you doing in there?”


  “Still alive and kicking and clear.” Technically he still had a couple more tests to make sure, but he was feeling worse by the minute.


  Then he looked at the unused test strips again and had a thought. “Hey, go into my big medical bag and get me a small travel pack of strips and make sure the expiration dates are fresh.”


  Tango’s tone changed, wary. “Why?


  “No reason.”


  “Bullshit. What’s up?”


  “I’m still clear, but these are like first-gen strips. For my own peace of mind, I’d like fresher ones.”


  “But if you’re feeling okay, there’s no reason not to trust the test strips.”


  Dammit. “Will you please just go do it for me?”


  “You’ll have to unlock the door for me to get in.”


  “Nope. I’ll open the window on the driver’s side.”


  He waited for a moment and then stood to go check. Sure enough, he spotted Tango heading to the tent he and Pandora had been camped out in.


  Closing his eyes, he leaned his forehead against the wall. He’d pulled the bunny suit off hours ago. If he was going to catch something, he’d catch it. If he was okay, he was okay.


  But he wanted to be sure.


  


  * * * *


  


  Tango brought him the new test strips and pushed the box of them in through the small gap in the driver’s side window where Doc had opened it a couple of inches. Tango stood there, watching, while Doc pulled a strip out and tested himself.


  Clear.


  Tango smiled. “That’s good, right?”


  When he turned to meet Tango’s gaze through the window, his partner’s face fell. “What’s wrong?” Tango asked.


  “I feel like shit.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I’m running a temp and it’s getting worse. I feel like shit.”


  “So? You’re testing clear.”


  “Awfully coincidental that I get a cut the way I did, and a few hours later I start feeling sick, isn’t it?”


  “Exactly. It’s a coincidence. I’ll go get you a few doses of pycracillin. I bet you’ll start to feel better immediately with some of that in you.”


  He wasn’t so sure, but he nodded, not wanting to argue. “Hey, don’t tell Pandora what you’re up to.”


  “Why not?”


  “I don’t want her worried,” he said. “I don’t want anyone worried.”


  While Doc was waiting for Tango to return, he thoroughly washed his hands and prepped a few test tube sample vials for both Kite analysis and to spin out to look for other infections. It was a little tricky to tighten the tourniquet on his left arm with one hand, and then stick himself to draw the blood samples, but he managed it.


  After he had three vials, he put them on the counter where they wouldn’t roll off and stuck a bandage on his arm.


  He heard a tap on the driver’s window and walked back to the cockpit to find Tango standing there with Clara. She looked concerned.


  “Let me in, please?” she asked. “I’ll suit up.”


  As crappy as he felt, he stopped trying to argue. He nodded. Besides, he was rusty on what to do to spin out the samples and run the tests. It was better she do it.


  She got suited up and joined him, her attention immediately drawn to the sample vials on the counter. “What’s going on?” She grabbed a digital thermometer and took his temperature from his ear.


  “I got something fighting inside me, and it isn’t good.”


  “Throat sore?”


  “Nope. Not yet, at least. But I feel like shit warmed over.”


  She prepped one of the antibiotic boluses she’d brought in with her and gave him the injection in his upper arm. Then she took his vitals, noting them and the time on a piece of paper. “Your BP and pulse are normal. Look, let’s get the sofa bed pulled out for you and relax on it. I’ll get an IV started and hang some Ringers Lactate to keep you hydrated and push some more meds as the day goes on. You’re still clear, right?”


  He nodded. “But I feel like crap. And I’m getting a headache.”


  “Leave it to you go get strep throat or some bullshit in the middle of a damn plague.” She smiled, but it looked both tight and worn at the same time.


  “How’s Pandora?”


  “We told her you’re clear but you’ve got a flu and headache or something coming on, just normal stress. We’ve got her under control.”


  “Don’t let her come in here.”


  “No worries. Pandora isn’t setting a foot in here.”


  “If the others want to come in, you know, Q and Sin, so they can work, it’s okay.”


  “Um, yeah, about that.”


  “What?”


  “Let’s just hold off on that. We’ll be moving again soon. And you’re sick. We got everything shut down and secured. I’d rather not ramp up again just to have stuff bouncing off the freaking walls.”


  “Okay.”


  “I’m going to have them bring me a bowl of soup for you. I want food in your stomach while we’re pushing meds so you don’t start throwing up.”


  “You need to get at least one of them in here,” he said. He nodded toward the sample vials. “Have them check those.”


  “Fine, we will check them. But it’s not Kite. You’re not blue.”


  “I don’t care.”


  An hour later, Q wore a grim look inside his protective hood. Clara sat back. “What?”


  “It’s Kite, isn’t it?” Doc asked from the sofa bed. He was stripped down to his boxers now, his body bathed in sweat, the fever raging.


  “I do not know,” Q said. “It is not any of the standard things I have seen, but it is not quite Kite, either.”


  “Not quite Kite?” Doc wasn’t so far out of it that the shrill edge of Clara’s voice didn’t pierce through to the thinking part of his brain. “What does that mean?” Clara asked.


  “It means that it might possibly be a Kite mutation,” Q said.


  “But the test strips are clear!” she insisted. “I’m running them myself. We checked through our supplies and used ones from different manufacturers and manufacturing batches.”


  “I know,” Q said. “Unfortunately, I have never seen any other samples that look like this. And the samples are not testing positive for other kinds of infections.”


  “So I’m going to die?” Doc asked. Besides the headache and fever, now his entire body ached, from hair to toenails. “Because if I am, just tell me now and give me a po-clo bolus.”


  “No,” Q said. “I do not know what it is I am seeing. I am not going to make any rash judgments or take any hasty actions. We have you isolated, we can take care of you without exposing others, and we are going to see this through.”


  “Promise me,” Doc said to Clara. “Promise me, if I get bad, fucking do it. Don’t let me become a Kiter. I don’t want to take anyone else out with me.”


  “I’ll promise you if it looks like that’s the only option, yes. But unless or until that happens, I’m not fucking letting you take that route. So don’t you dare give up on us yet when we don’t even know what the hell’s wrong with you.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tango felt helpless. By the end of the day, everything else had been put on hold, including their mission to take out Macaletto. Bubba had passed info on to Arliss, who’d ordered Macaletto to remain at El Segundo until further notice. The earthquake was working in their favor in that one way, allowing them a little cushion of time to stall for the day.


  Doc’s condition had worsened, and even after running through a couple of different antibiotics, nothing had helped.


  No one wanted to state the obvious, but it was looking more and more like one of them had finally lost the lottery that was life after TMFU.


  But just as no one wanted to state the obvious, no one wanted to make the final call, either.


  Especially since Doc still wasn’t testing blue.


  Everyone not on watch around the perimeter of their current safe house stood around the RV, either listening on the periphery, or directly involved, as Papa discussed the situation with the scientists and Clara.


  “So what are our options?” Papa asked Clara, since with Doc out of commission she was now the unit’s de facto medical officer because Tango was only a medic. While Q and Sin were doctors, everyone had deferred to Clara, who had the practical medical treatment experience with large quantities of patients. The other three doctors, despite their brains, were mostly lab rats.


  Clara ran a hand through her short hair. “Look, Doc’s not testing blue. That’s all I farking know, okay? I don’t care what symptoms he’s got, the test strips are clear. Most people test blue long before they have symptoms. He went from fine to symptomatic in the space of a few hours. I’m still waiting on some culture and protein test results for things like MRSA, strep, and other things that take a little while to process. But Kite doesn’t work that fast. Q and Sin and Canuck are all scratching their farking heads over this.”


  “But it’s mutating,” Pandora said, her voice sounding haunted. “Kite is mutating. Q said that when we found him in Australia. They were trying to get it to mutate in the lab when the world went tits-up. What if it’s mutated past the ability of the test strips to pick it up? And maybe now it hits a victim faster?”


  Tango draped an arm around her shoulders and cuddled her close to him, his heart breaking for her. He’d been through this on the other end, being the one testing and hoping the strips didn’t turn blue.


  Now he understood what Doc had gone through in Australia while waiting for him to finish his testing.


  “But they were trying to get it to mutate to a less deadly version,” Clara countered. “If so, then that’s a good thing. Maybe it’s finally done that on its own. Like she said, it’s been mutating in the wild. We know that for certain.”


  Everyone went silent. Tango stared at Q before he pushed through the gathered assembly and over to the lead scientist, where he stood near the RV. “Well? Is that the case? Is Doc infected with Kite but the test strips just can’t keep up with the mutations anymore?”


  Tango knew what that meant. Their best chance to stay ahead of the infection in the first place was blown right out the window if some people might be infected with Kite and not test blue.


  “I do not know,” Q said. “I suppose that is a possibility.”


  Tango turned to Papa. “I’m not letting anyone put him down,” he said. “Not unless he’s blue, and even then, not unless he farking tells me to, or we absolutely have to. Okay? Anyone wants to fight me about it, feel free to take a farking number. It’s not happening.”


  “No,” Papa said, sounding far more weary than Tango ever remembered hearing. “No one’s putting anyone down yet. I need you to take lead on proactively restraining him, though. We can’t have him hurting anyone in case he is infected and it goes that way.”


  Tango had expected a fight from their leader to keep Doc alive, not resignation.


  He realized he almost would have preferred the fight.


  “Yeah,” Tango said. “Of course.”


  “And I want you in protective gear. Anyone near him needs gear.”


  “I want to help,” Pandora said, her voice sounding tiny.


  “No,” Papa said. “I want contact limited. Only med staff and Tango go inside that RV, and everyone who does wears full bunny suits and protective gear.”


  “You can help,” Clara said to Pandora, “by not getting sick. You need to stay out here. This will be okay. I feel it.”


  By the end of the night, Doc was worse, his fever high, pain levels increasing, and Clara used ice packs from the RV’s freezer to try to help bring his temp down. They’d shackled him to the bed’s frame, but Doc hadn’t grown delirious or combative. He responded to questions and could talk and reason and follow instructions.


  While everyone tried not to get their hopes up, hope was the only thing they could cling to.


  The only thing keeping them going.


  


  * * * *


  


  Niner felt badly for Pandora. None of them wanted any of their brothers—or sisters—to get sick. And they all felt helpless to do anything.


  Earlier, Niner and Roscoe had left Dolce back at camp and gone on a recon mission with Alpha, Omega, and Mark to the meeting place where they’d take out Macaletto. By necessity, it had to take place a few miles from their location to prevent anyone from finding them. It also needed to be outside the main urban area, where they’d have cover and escape routes.


  Fortunately, they had scouted the perfect ambush location on the west side of Glendale, south of Old Burbank. Dolce, with her sniper skills, would go on the actual mission with them once it was arranged.


  When they returned and reported their findings, Papa arranged, via Bubba, the details with Arliss. Arliss would let them contact Macaletto directly on the burner cell, but he was apprised of the situation.


  And he would make sure official channels didn’t look too hard for Macaletto after the fact. Hopefully, by the next evening, their other known mole would no longer be an issue.


  It would be a desperately needed morale boost in light of Doc’s struggle against his unknown biological assailant.


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  


  Early the next morning, hours before dawn, Papa rousted everyone going on the mission to take out Macaletto. After that happened, depending on Doc’s condition, they would try to leave the LA area as soon as possible.


  Dolce felt torn between wanting one last chance at finding her friends before moving on, and not wanting to abandon the new friends she had in Pandora, Clara, and Ak.


  Especially since Pandora needed all the moral support she could get while Doc battled whatever it was he’d been afflicted with.


  Pandora settled the matter for her. “You can’t do anything here right now. There’s a mission that needs…missioning. Or whatever the fark it is they call it. Go.” She hugged Dolce. “Either Doc’s going to get better, or he won’t. Meanwhile, life has to go on. We need that fucking mole taken out.”


  “You’re a trooper,” Roscoe told Pandora, pulling her in for a hug. “And so’s Doc. He’ll kick this thing in the ass. I know he will.”


  “Yeah, well, kick Macaletto’s ass for me, will ya? I want y’all to come back with some good news for me for a change.”


  “How are you going to bait him?” Dr. Perkins asked Alpha. “Isn’t he going to expect to see me?”


  Papa answered. “He has no idea what you sound like on the phone. They’ll put Dolce on. She’ll pretend to be you. Not like he’s going to be asking any chemistry questions.”


  Dolce smirked. “Gee, thanks.”


  Papa scrubbed his face with his hands. “You know what I mean.”


  “I do. Just busting your balls. Sir,” she added.


  He laughed. “Screw that sir shit. I’ll take my nineteen guys over you ladies. No offense, but the four of you together—correction, five—put the fear of god into me.”


  “You admit to a few castrations,” Clara said with a smile, “and suddenly everyone thinks you’re vicious.”


  Mark would go with them for logistics and backup. He could drive any of the vehicles and be ready for them in case things went badly.


  He’d also have a secure sat-linked tablet to get them updated information regarding roads, pockets of violence, and looting, in case anything had changed since their recon the day before.


  They were taking three vehicles. Mark started off riding in the lead with Alpha, Omega, and Echo. Lima and Quack were bringing up the rear, while Dolce, Niner, and Roscoe rode in the middle car.


  As they wound their way through devastated neighborhoods in the pre-dawn darkness, Dolce didn’t hold much hope of their apartment building, which was in an even more heavily damaged area, having survived the quake. It was sturdy, and had a newer-style reinforced stairwell, but so far she’d counted few buildings over four stories that had survived relatively unscathed, and they were all newer than their apartment building.


  When dawn broke with a nasty brownish grey tinge to the light, she couldn’t see the iconic buildings of the downtown district, between the smog and the smoke lying in a thick blanket over the city, but she imagined the devastation to the high-rises there was unimaginable. Sitting in the backseat, she kept her fingers wrapped around the AR-269 rifle that Alpha had given her and a keen eye on their surroundings. She liked the nine millimeter she had tucked under her shirt, but she knew if they hit a crowd, only something like the carbine in her hands would help save their asses.


  They saw few other private vehicles on the roads, mostly police, fire, and military vehicles from the National Guard.


  “How much farther?” she asked after an hour. She hated feeling exposed like this, hated the way some people stopped and watched them drive by. She imagined they probably wondered why anyone in their right mind who wasn’t in a military vehicle would head toward the chaos.


  Dolce wondered that herself.


  A lot of people were carrying plastic bags or boxes, or towing rolling suitcases, even pushing liberated grocery carts filled with belongings. Everyone seemed to be heading east, away from the coast and the worst of the fires. The National Guard and local authorities were urging residents to head toward central evacuation points where they’d be taken out of the area. If people had transportation, they were being directed up the 15 to a large tent city being erected in Barstow.


  “Not long,” Roscoe said. He was consulting a tablet while Niner drove. “We’re getting close to Griffith Park now.”


  “That’s where we’re meeting him?”


  “Yeah, why?”


  She blinked. “Crap.”


  “What?” Roscoe asked.


  “That’s close to Glendale, right?”


  “Just to the west of it. We’re skirting the north edge of Glendale to get there.”


  She motioned for the radio. He handed it over, and she called Mark. “Hey, when we’re done, can we try to make a side stop?”


  “I’m already ahead of you,” he told her. “I found out where the CTSC facility is. We’ll go there after we nail this fucker. I’m sorry, but we didn’t have time to scout it yesterday.”


  “Thanks.”


  “No problem.”


  She returned the radio to Roscoe, her gaze quickly darting from his. She was afraid the concern she saw in his sweet brown eyes might make her start crying.


  He wasn’t always an asshole. And it was those times that melted her heart and made any aggravation worth it.


  She chided herself for her emotional weakness. Definitely not the time, place, or situation to be doing that kind of wussy crap.


  “Don’t lose hope,” Roscoe softly said.


  She shrugged. She already had, but she appreciated the stupid lug for making an effort to be comforting. It touched her, especially knowing him the way she did now.


  The positive side to this being at least I know how he feels about me. Both of them.


  She had no doubts whatsoever.


  He turned to face the front again, leaving her the freedom to take a long, deep breath in an attempt to clear out her emotional cobwebs. They were on a mission, and she had a job to do. On the floor was a case holding an Askers 852 sniper rifle, complete with scope. Damn fine gun.


  She was looking forward to taking out this asshole for the men.


  Her men.


  No, she hadn’t been in Australia or Hawaii or Mexico with the others, but based on what Clara and Pandora had told her, this fucker deserved to die.


  Especially if he was working with whoever was responsible for infecting Ak’s brother with Kite.


  “What time is he meeting us here?” she asked as they drew closer to the hilly area.


  “He doesn’t know yet,” Niner said. “We’re going to wait to tell him until we’ve scoped out the area again and taken our positions.”


  “How do we know he’ll show up?”


  “Because Arliss has given him explicit orders to bring Riley Perkins in.”


  “Ah. But he’s a mole.”


  “Yeah, but he knows if he doesn’t follow his orders in this case, he’ll be outing himself,” Roscoe said. “He can’t claim the contact can’t reach him, because Arliss is supposedly the one in touch with the contact.”


  “You sound pretty sure of yourselves.”


  “Bubba’s been monitoring Macaletto’s conversations,” Niner said. “Macaletto’s only had one off-the-reservation call, to someone we suspect is in Reverend Silo’s organization. He told whoever it was that once he had Riley Perkins in hand, he’d contact them with a plan. So he wants Perkins regardless.”


  “How can we be sure Macaletto doesn’t suspect a setup?”


  “We can’t,” Roscoe said. “That’s why we’re getting here early, settling in, and giving him the bare minimum of time to get here. He won’t have time to call in backup.”


  “So we’re ambushing him?”


  “You have a problem with that?” Roscoe asked.


  She thought about Doc, who might not make it. The pained look on Pandora’s face as she was forced to observe from a distance. “No, I’m totally good with that. I just wanted to make sure I understood the plan.”


  “While winging him and questioning him would be ideal,” Roscoe said, “we’re fine with an outright kill shot. I don’t think he’d talk even if we tortured him.”


  “No problem.”


  Over a hundred years ago, the place had been a fairly popular recreation area, complete with a zoo, golf course, even a cemetery. But over the years, nature had reclaimed much of the area, especially once economic catastrophes had limited most people’s discretionary spending, and earthquakes had damaged and closed the old zoo.


  While still used by some campers, it was mostly an island of hilly woods in the middle of the smog-encrusted valley. By eight o’clock, they’d chosen their spot and were ready. She picked herself a rocky outcropping nestled among a pile of brush and obscured from the air by rocks and trees. When she set up the sniper rifle, she had a clear shot all the way down the side of the hill.


  There’d be nowhere for Macaletto to hide from the direction he’d have to approach, nothing large enough for him to take cover behind.


  Perfect.


  Mark, Lima, and Niner stayed with the vehicles while the others spread out. The men with the vehicles each positioned themselves around the site on various trails and old park roads so that they could run to any of them for a fast getaway. There were too many tall trees here for Macaletto to risk landing a chopper on top of them. He’d have to come in on foot from below to reach who he thought was Riley Perkins.


  They had a planned rendezvous point nearby, in case Macaletto brought more people than they expected.


  But they all doubted that would happen. Arliss would nix any plans for him to do anything but grab a chopper pilot and go alone.


  Alpha made the phone call to Macaletto and put Dolce on the phone, ready with her lines.


  “Hello?” she said when Macaletto answered, “Are you the man General Arliss told me about?”


  “Yes, ma’am. Don’t you worry, I’m going to meet you and bring you in to safety.”


  She told him where she was, how to find her, exactly as they’d arranged. “I’m really frightened. It’s horrible. The earthquake, the riots, everything. I decided to hide out here last night and camp. Please, you’ve got to help me! I can’t risk leaving here. It’s too dangerous. A man who helped me get here said I have to stay here. If you don’t come by noon, he and his family will meet me here with horses and take me north with them.”


  “No, you need to stay there. I’ll be there.”


  Before he could argue further, she feigned fear, dropping her voice. “Hurry! I have to go and shut off my phone. I’m going to hide, I hear someone coming.”


  She ended the call. When he called back immediately, she punched the end button again. He would assume she’d already shut the phone off.


  “How was that?” she asked.


  Alpha took the phone back. “Good. I’ll go plant this in case he tries to track it.” He put it in a plastic baggy and headed down the slope to hide it in her line of sight.


  Roscoe stayed with her as the others spread out to wait.


  She refined her aim. They’d seen no one in the park that morning, having chosen a more remote section than the average person would likely be using following riots and an earthquake.


  Recreation wasn’t exactly on anyone’s mind right now, and with a lack of potable drinking water, or even an irrigation source, it wasn’t the kind of area someone could easily retreat to and camp.


  As they waited, the morning growing hotter with each passing minute, Dolce checked and rechecked the sniper rifle, her positioning, that the tripod was secure—everything.


  A few minutes before nine, Roscoe reached out and touched her, pressing a finger to his lips.


  In the distance, the distinctive burr of a helo’s blades cutting through the thick air.


  Military. She knew it just from the sound. She’d heard enough of them.


  They couldn’t see around the ridge to the south and east where it sounded like the helo landed, just where they’d predicted he would, in a flat, grassy field once used for soccer near an old parking area down the hill.


  They’d left the way easy and open for him, a clearly defined trail winding around and up from that area to where they’d hidden themselves.


  She hunkered down, eye to the scope.


  It felt like hours, but was only minutes, as they waited.


  Down at the very bottom of the slope she spotted movement as someone came into sight.


  Next to her, Roscoe put a pair of binoculars to his eyes before giving her a silent thumbs-up. He’d seen pictures of Macaletto and could positively ID him. That was their prearranged signal, meaning she was clear to take the shot as soon as she knew she had it.


  Going after him too soon would be bad. She waited until the man advanced up the slope, and it was then she realized he carried something in his hand.


  Likely some sort of tracker device, if she had to guess.


  Sure enough, he diverted from the trail and headed right to where Alpha had hidden the phone.


  She took a couple of slow, deep breaths and let the world fade away around her as she lined up the shot. The man had his head down over the device he was focused on and was about fifty feet from the phone when she let out one last breath and squeezed the trigger.


  Training prevented her from flinching as she took the shot. Macaletto didn’t fall so much as he simply folded and collapsed in place.


  Next to her, she heard Roscoe’s calm, steady voice speak into his radio even before the rifle’s report finished echoing down the slope. “Target down. Go. Go. Go.”


  Then he was helping her up, grabbing their gear while she grabbed the rifle, and leading her up the slope to where Mark waited in one of the vehicles. They jumped in and took off toward the meeting spot. The rest would join them shortly.


  It didn’t feel real.


  As they sped away, she stared out the window, the sniper rifle across her lap.


  “You all right, kiddo?” Mark asked from behind the wheel.


  “Yeah.”


  “Clean shot?”


  Roscoe’s voice sounded full of pride. “She got him right in the farking throat. Looked like she nearly decapitated him.”


  “Least we won’t have to worry about cops swarming the area,” Mark said. “They’re a little busy right now.” He snorted. “Last thing on their agenda is one missing military guy or a report of one lone gunshot.”


  She spotted a military helo lifting into the sky and heading back toward the southwest.


  “And there goes his ride,” Roscoe said.


  “He won’t go looking for him?” she asked.


  “Nope. Alpha has already sent word to Arliss via Bubba that the mole is down. Arliss likely ordered El Segundo to recall the helo.”


  “No one will question Macaletto going missing?” she asked. “He’s a two-star.”


  Roscoe turned in his seat, a grim look on his face. “Honey, as far as military is concerned, he was never out here in the first place. Arliss set it up as a total black op. All anyone knows in regular channels is that Macaletto called his wife. Arliss, his driver, the flight crew that took him to El Segundo, the ground crew and helo jockey there—all of them will swear they never saw him. Officially, they’ll be looking for him in Washington, DC. It’ll appear like maybe he just walked off somewhere.”


  “Seriously?”


  He nodded. “Arliss isn’t playing around with these jokers. He’s now on the lookout for anyone else trying to step into Macaletto’s shoes with Silo’s church.”


  “So we still can’t contact Arliss directly, can we?”


  “Don’t have to. We have Bubba. Meanwhile, Arliss will start laying some false trails and see if he can tease anyone else from the shadows. Going to say we’re on assignment in Mexico and watch TSA to see if anyone from his command or the command of other SOTIF unit brass travels there, or to hear if any other SOTIF teams suddenly get diverted without it being run by him first. We’ll play the chum game for a little while and see who bites. No nibbles means we’ve cleaned house for good.”


  The rest of the crew joined up with them a short while later. Alpha emerged from his car, wearing a grin as he stepped toward Dolce, hand extended.


  “Damn fine shot,” he said as he shook with her.


  “Thanks.”


  “Wish we’d had you in Mexico City,” he said. “Would have saved us some trouble.”


  A grinning Niner pulled her in for a hug. “That’s my girl,” he said.


  Dolce wouldn’t deny the way Niner said it made her feel warm and gushy inside.


  “I think,” Mark chimed in, “that her code name should be Annie. For Annie Oakley.”


  “Only if yours can be Sparky,” she said.


  Alpha laughed. “I think we just dubbed our two newest Drunk Monkeys.”


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  


  With Mark navigating, they headed down into Glendale. They’d had to detour around one downed freeway overpass, which had blocked the road, but once they were past that, they wound through neighborhoods that had once been homes to affluent residents about the same time Griffith Park had been a well-used recreation area.


  Now there were a mix of apartment buildings and boarding houses, with the occasional business. Many private homes were boarded-up, abandoned shells, more than a few of them burnt out husks that had sat for years.


  Well, what used to be private homes. As with other parts of the city they’d seen, there was widespread earthquake damage.


  “Son of a bitch,” Mark muttered. “For an earthquake to do this much damage in this big a radius, it had to be huge.”


  “I don’t understand,” Dolce said. “It was a big quake.”


  “Yeah, but you don’t understand,” Mark countered. “There are several fault lines in this region. Usually, damage this heavy is limited to the epicenter and the immediate surrounding area. It’s like several fault lines went at once all over the damn valley basin. I don’t get it.”


  She didn’t care. She wasn’t a geologist. “How much farther to the CTSC facility?”


  “Less than a mile.”


  But a mile under these conditions could have been ten. They were reduced to rolling along, barely faster than walking speed. Few people were out on the streets here, unless they were sitting outside a heavily damaged building with a few scattered belongings surrounding them. Weeds and junk cars dotted brown patches of grass.


  They made a turn into an industrial area. Immediately, she spotted recently burned buildings, the damage likely done before the earthquakes.


  “Stay frosty, everyone,” Alpha announced through the radio. “Eyes open, weapons ready, locked and loaded. Watch your six.”


  Dolce knew what they’d find even as they rolled into the ruined facility’s yard. The gate sat askew. From the way it had buckled across the middle, it looked like someone had rammed it with a vehicle. Several burned out CTSC vehicles were scattered across the parking area. The outside of the two-story building was windowless concrete block, but along the roofline she spotted sooty places, like maybe a fire had burned inside.


  “Stay here,” Niner said.


  “Screw that noise,” she said. “They’re my friends. I’m going with you.”


  Mark stayed behind the wheel, window down and a carbine in his arms. “I’ll keep the engine running.”


  Alpha left Echo and Quack behind with the other two vehicles while the rest of them, rifles ready, made their way across the open space, their footsteps on the gravel under them eerily echoing off the building’s walls.


  The place felt more than deserted.


  It felt dead.


  As they edged around the building’s corner, Dolce saw where it looked like someone had driven a truck into the facility’s heavy metal door, shoving it in and partially caving in the opening around it.


  Here the soot marks were apparent, flowing out from the ruined doorway.


  As was the sickly sweet stench of human decay.


  Roscoe cleared his throat. “If you want to stay out here—”


  “I’m going.” She pushed past them, only stopping when Alpha put out an arm and moved in first with Omega.


  They all switched on lights attached to their rifles. Working down the main hallway, Lima had stepped back and pulled up something on his tablet.


  “Take the first right,” he said. “Blueprint says that’s the way down to their switch bunker, where the circuits and cabling feed through. They probably retreated down there.”


  Along the wall, besides the soot and smoke damage, were what Dolce knew were bullet holes and blood smears. They’d fought back, trying to stay alive. They came across two bodies, but they were men in civilian clothes, likely part of the mob that broke in.


  Following Lima’s directions, they found the steps leading down. All the secure doorways along the way had been battered open. In the main switch room, it didn’t look like the fire had reached here, although some of the server and switch racks were overturned or otherwise damaged or destroyed. That’s where they found the first body clothed in a CTSC uniform, a man, lying alongside the body of another man in civvie clothes near the doorway.


  Ignoring the others, Dolce rushed forward. “Sarah! Colleen! Desiree!” she called out.


  Niner and Roscoe ran to catch up with her as she dodged through server racks lying dark and silent, her light illuminating more dead men in CTSC unis.


  Then, in one final room, she found them, along with seven other women in CTST uniforms. Dropping to her knees next to Sarah, Dolce closed her eyes and struggled to hold back the scream struggling to break free from her throat. She didn’t want to know exactly how her friends had died, although all the women’s partially naked states and ripped uniforms, along with the blood and bruises on their faces and other parts of their bodies, told the story of what they likely suffered through before they died. Their swollen, distended abdomens meant they’d been dead for a couple of days.


  Even if Mark and the others had come by the day before, there would have been nothing they could have done to help them.


  “Motherfucker,” Roscoe muttered as he and Niner caught up.


  Deep in her heart, Dolce had already known. She’d hoped and prayed her gut was wrong, but it had felt like finding Sarah’s gun in the storage locker was proof.


  Niner rested a hand on her shoulder. “Come on, sweetheart,” he quietly said. “Let’s go.”


  She wished they could bury them, but the question was, where? There wasn’t anywhere close by, without risking being attacked.


  Dolce let her men help her up. Roscoe kept an arm around her while Niner grabbed her rifle. Alpha and the others wore somber looks.


  “Sorry,” Alpha said.


  She nodded, not trusting her voice.


  Surrounding her, they returned to the awaiting cars, which were all three running and pointed toward the open gate.


  Mark didn’t need to ask when he saw their faces. Niner got into the backseat with her while Roscoe took the front.


  They were back at their hideout in Old Pasadena by five. Dolce had almost forgotten about Doc’s plight when she spotted the RV parked behind the garage.


  “How is Doc?” she asked Papa when he met them in the driveway.


  “Holding his own for now,” he said. “His fever broke about an hour ago. They’re thinking he might be on the mend.” When the commander hesitated, she knew someone had called ahead and told him about her friends. “Look—”


  “It’s okay,” she said, cutting him off. “I expected it. I was hoping I was wrong, but I expected it.”


  “Still, I’m sorry.”


  “Thanks. And thank you for letting us go look for them.”


  He nodded. She wasn’t a dummy. She knew how command structure worked. They’d probably planned all along, if circumstances allowed it, to go by the facility, but hadn’t told her that ahead of time in case they couldn’t.


  They returned to their tent behind the house. Dolce lay down on their bedroll without bothering to remove her boots. She closed her eyes, not wanting to think for a little while.


  Roscoe and Niner followed her. “Need some company?” Niner asked.


  “Only quiet company. Not in a mood to talk.”


  One of them settled next to her and laced his fingers through hers. She heard the other leave the tent. She realized after a moment, from the sound of his breathing, that it was Roscoe who’d stayed behind. When she heard Niner speaking to someone outside the tent a few minutes later, she knew she’d guessed right.


  What does that say about me, that I fell into this so fast with them?


  At first, she’d thought it was more for fun than emotion, despite or maybe because of how good the two men were in the sack.


  Now, she realized they’d quickly filled a huge void in her heart. An empty place she’d spent a lot of years ignoring because it was just too damn painful to contemplate.


  “I bet Karlee’s dead, too,” she finally said.


  Roscoe gently squeezed her hand. “You don’t know that for sure. Bubba couldn’t find out anything about her status. She might have just gotten lost in paperwork and be fine somewhere over there. Maybe separated from her unit and staying alive.”


  She opened her eyes. His brown gaze looked full of concern.


  For a man who can find the absolute wrong words at the worst moment, sometimes he can find the most perfect ones.


  “You think so?”


  He brought her hand to his lips and kissed her fingertips. “What do you want to believe?”


  She drew in a hitching breath. “I want to believe she’s alive.”


  He shrugged. “Then she’s alive. Let her live. In your mind, at least. Doesn’t hurt anyone to think that.”


  “What about your brothers?” she asked. “They still alive? In your mind?”


  He smiled, but he couldn’t hide the sadness behind it from her. “Two of them are permanently off on extended deployment,” he said. “Secret missions. Radio silence. The third got wounded in action. He’s home with Dad. I sent him and Dad a message a couple of months ago to leave Brooklyn ASAP. Last time I checked my official messages, they’d responded and said they were heading to a cousin’s place up in Maine.”


  “Never got a funeral for your other two brothers?”


  He shrugged. “Can’t have a funeral when there aren’t any bodies. So I just keep believing they’re off somewhere doing their jobs, kicking asses, and taking names. Doesn’t hurt me to think that.”


  “Do you miss your dad and your other brother?”


  “Yeah, but that’s okay. Missing someone’s part of life. This is more important. Niner and I had each other, and the other guys. And now we’ve got you.” He kissed her hand again. “I think I’m a better man now than I ever would have been if we hadn’t met you.”


  Okay, now that was perfection. It also triggered her tears.


  She let him pull her close, holding her in his arms, her face tucked against his chest.


  “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t want to cry.”


  He buried his face in her hair. “Hey, crying’s all right. Long as you’re not trying to make a kill shot at the same time.”


  She snorted, looking up into his face again.


  He wore a smile. “See? I’m still an asshole.”


  She held him more tightly. “Yeah, but your my asshole, and I love you.”


  His body went still, and for a moment she thought maybe she’d said the wrong thing.


  But when he spoke, he was the one who sounded emotional, on the verge of tears. “Baby, I’ve never loved anyone more than I love you.”


  


  * * * *


  


  When Dolce awoke the next morning, both her men were lying there on either side of her in their tent.


  “Thought you guys had watch?”


  Niner shrugged. “Papa told us to wait until today. Swapped us out with another pair.”


  She wasn’t an idiot. Likely it was Papa’s idea, but they’d done it for her.


  To make sure she wasn’t alone right now.


  The last thing she wanted to be was alone.


  Especially not right now.


  She rolled on top of Roscoe and kissed him. She thought maybe this morning lovemaking would be slow and easy, but then she was the one yanking her clothes off and theirs, frantic, wanting them inside her, wanting that blessed release and temporary mental respite that making love with them provided.


  Shutting down her brain so she could focus on something other than now.


  Roscoe pulled her down on top of him, quickly spearing her pussy with his cock. “Like that, baby?”


  “Yeah.”


  Niner got into position at her head, the fingers of one hand circled around the base of his cock, his other cradling the back of her head “Open up, sweetheart. You’re the one who woke up Feisty. And I don’t mean your mood.”


  A snicker escaped her. “Is that your cock’s code name?”


  “It is now,” Roscoe said. “You think I’m forgetting that, think again. That’s gold.”


  “Shit,” Niner muttered.


  “Boys, focus,” Dolce warned. “You are killing the mood.”


  Niner brushed her lips with the head of his cock. “Then I suggest you open up, baby, and start sucking. Give us something else to do besides talk.”


  She did just that, swiping her tongue over the head of his cock as it slowly slid between her lips.


  “There you go,” Niner said. She looked up and found desire burning in his green gaze. “You like sucking my cock, don’t you?”


  Actually, yes, she did. A lot. And it was a fairly ample appendage to suck, too.


  Closing her eyes, she enjoyed how Roscoe thrust up into her, filling her, fucking her so well, while Niner enjoyed her mouth.


  “Play with yourself, baby,” Roscoe said. “Get yourself off for us.”


  She’d had her hands braced on Roscoe’s chest. She slipped the right one down between her legs, her fingers brushing against her clit.


  “I could watch you do that all day long,” Roscoe said. His hands cupped her breasts, playing with them, tweaking her nipples and adding to her pleasure as he fucked her.


  And he fucked her quite well.


  She suspected they would have to make this one short and sweet, based on the sounds of people up and moving around in the early-morning light outside their small tent. But she didn’t let that distract her. Instead she focused on the sensations, the way these men seemed to know her body this soon.


  How good this felt.


  Especially the not-thinking part. Although she enjoyed the workup to her orgasm.


  Matching Roscoe’s rhythm, she let Niner fuck her mouth and take control there while she continued playing with herself, her fingers on her sensitive clit drawing her ever closer to release.


  And then, it started. Delicious and filling her, swelling, until it finally burst, exploding into a thousand tiny pieces. The men sensed it and picked up the pace, Roscoe fucking her harder and faster until he squeezed her breasts, letting out a low moan as his body went rigid.


  Then it was Niner’s turn. He cupped her head in both hands and was fucking her mouth in his way, at his speed. She loved that he’d taken control.


  She reached up and cupped his balls, playing with them, feeling them start to tighten and draw up. That meant she was ready for him when he came, swallowing every drop and wishing they could spend all day together like this without any other cares or worries.


  They snuggled together for a minute. “We have to get up soon,” Niner said, the voice of reality. “Sorry.”


  “I know. I mean, I know we have to get up.” She kissed him.


  Roscoe snorted. “I thought you meant you know he’s sorry.”


  “Dude, you sooo have no room to talk,” Niner shot back.


  Aaaaand there goes the snuggle moment. “Boys, chill.” She kissed Roscoe. “You need to learn how to shut up sometimes, or get me a roll of duct tape to shut you up.”


  “What if I don’t want to shut up?” His playful grin told her he was just messing with her.


  “Maybe,” she said, poking him in the chest, “I just want you to so I can fuck your brains out and enjoy wordless sounds you make during sex.”


  He seemed to consider that for a moment before nodding. “Okay. That’s cool. I can live with that.”


  As they dressed she caught glimpses of their tattoos, the same one all the men of the Drunk Monkeys had, the tribal monkey on their backs. They both had theirs in between their shoulder blades.


  She knew she needed to get up as well. While they were camped, she wanted to make use of the time going through some of the vehicles, checking them over. There was an auto parts store a few blocks away she could break into for supplies, if needed.


  They caught her watching them and smiled, both of them leaning in for a final kiss. “You all right?” Roscoe asked.


  She reached up and stroked his cheek. “Yeah. I will be.” Then she poked him in the chest. “Asshole.” She offered him a smile.


  He grinned back. “I’m your asshole, and you’re stuck with me.”


  “Good.”


  Niner shook his head. “You know, we really need to work on you two’s foreplay techniques.”


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  


  Mark and Ak took charge of chow that evening. They all sat around a small battery-powered lantern in the backyard, quietly eating warmed MREs. In the distance to the south and west, the orange glow from the spreading fires lit the night sky. They heard the occasional report from a gunshot echoing off houses and the canyon walls. Not close by, but definitely a sober warning of the decaying state of the LA area.


  “Okay,” Papa said to Mark. “So Highway 2 is impassable. We can’t risk secondary mountain roads being any better. Bubba says north through Santa Clarita is still our best bet to get north quickly. Not like DOT is going to be out there clearing the landslides.”


  The older man let out a sigh. “Last I could find out, looks like Castaic will be our next best shot for a stopover, if we need it. I don’t like that the 5 runs through there, but with enough of the road out, maybe that’ll inhibit people. I don’t know. I got hold of one of my friends who’s still working for the fire department, and he said the National Guard is trucking people out to Barstow. News reports are telling anyone with transportation to head that way, too. I don’t understand that, because it’s a fucking desert out there.”


  “Lots of open land,” Uni said. “They can set up tent cities. Airdrop supplies.”


  “Yeah, but how they gonna get them all water?” Mark countered. “Potentially a couple million refugees. They might as well ship ’em all the fucking way to Vegas if they’re gonna do that. Lots of empty houses and hotels in that godforsucken place. None of our emergency plans that we ran through while I was working ever listed Barstow as an evac point.”


  “I think they don’t want them moving once they get them out to Barstow,” Uni said. “They want them stuck there.”


  “Why?” Dolce asked. “Isn’t that sort of like issuing them a death sentence? Jamming that many people that close together, some of them probably exposed to Kite?”


  Uni shrugged. “Yeah, in a way, it is. But think about it. You’re the US government. You have a literally unmanageable number of refugees streaming out of a city where you have no clue how many of them are blue. What do you do? You can’t put a couple of million people in isolation. And no matter what they’re saying on the news about mobilizing trains to move refugees north and east via rail, you ain’t gonna move people to other areas if they’ve been exposed to Kite.”


  Clara dropped her fork onto her MRE tray and set it on the ground in front of her. “You ship as many of them as you can into the middle of nowhere,” she said, sounding sick to her stomach, “where you can reliably count on them not wandering too far off, because if they do, they’ll die. And if they die out there, it’s not like there’s a reservoir for their bodies to contaminate. And you can do massive burn piles for the ones who do die without worrying about it getting out of control and burning down what little is left of LA.”


  She braced her right elbow on her leg, her forehead propped in her hand. “Or, you sit there and wait for them to die off from Kite, or kill each other, before you send in a bomber crew from Edwards, which happens to be nearby, to strafe the whole goddamned place with napalm, or a thermobaric bomb, or something.”


  Dolce’s appetite also fled. She stared down at her tray of food and wasn’t sure if she could eat anymore. It made too much sense.


  And she was, after all, a realist.


  “Fuck,” Mark muttered. “Yeah. There’s some hills, and a little agriculture out there, but mostly it’s just farking desert. Miles and miles of nothing.”


  “I heard Bakersfield’s just spiffy this time of year,” Roscoe snarked.


  “Like it or not,” Uni said, “our path of least resistance is going to be the 5 all the way to Seattle. Or, at least paralleling it as far as Sacramento before we pick it up again. But I suspect if we can get past Pyramid Lake we’ll be okay from that point on. Bubba reported he found updates from DOT that the road’s intact north of there. But a lot of people won’t go that way, especially since National Guard is shipping them west, and they don’t have any way of going north other than on foot.”


  Everyone looked at Papa.


  “We can’t risk going anywhere just yet,” he said. “Not until we’re sure Doc is stable. Regardless, our next stop will be Seattle.


  “Seattle?” Dolce asked. “Why?”


  “Because that’s where the missing volunteer was sent by the church facility. There’s likely going to be a pocket of Kite cropping up there by the time we arrive.”


  She stared at him. “Oookay, so again, why there? Why not cut east before that? That’s a pretty big city. There are lots of other places we could go hide out in.”


  “Well, there are several reasons why—”


  They all froze as another aftershock rattled them, rocking the vehicles and tents and nearby houses and everything else, including their nerves. Another scattershot of acorns fell from the oak tree and rattled down the RV’s roof.


  When the tremor stopped a few seconds later, Dolce said, “Never-fucking-mind. I don’t care why there, as long as it’s not here.”


  “Refugees from the main basin area, any that aren’t funneled to Barstow, will mostly flee south and east,” Papa said. “Paths of least resistance, especially if the government offers them a free ride out. Plus, Canuck here might have a contact in Washington state.”


  “I had a friend in Seattle,” the scientist told them. “Researcher. Bubba says it looks like she’s still there. I spent six months working with her on a project at a university lab in the city. If nothing else, I’m hoping to get in and make use of their facilities.”


  “You plan on just waltzing in there and asking for lab time?” Dolce asked.


  “No,” Papa said, pointing at Lima. “He’s already had Bubba looking into it. Hacked their system yesterday. We’ll all have our own swipe badges.”


  Dolce tried to process that. “You guys are crazy enough, I think that might actually work.”


  “Doesn’t hurt that a couple of us have friends at McChord, south of Seattle,” Papa said. “Hopefully, between that and Arliss now being minus two moles, we might be able to pick up a better set of transportation than what we’ve got.”


  “Better how?”


  “To get us to Atlanta via air,” Alpha said. “CDC research facility there.”


  “Well, to get us to a safe house from where we can run ops to the Atlanta metro area,” Papa clarified.


  Dolce took a moment to let that sink in. “You’re all nuts. You know that? Every farking last one of you You’re telling me you want to steal—”


  “Appropriate,” Uni corrected.


  “Uh-huh. You want to steal a piece of military aircraft and fly our asses to somewhere in the vicinity of Atlanta?”


  “Yep,” several of the men said. From the way they kept eating, apparently the plan sounded quite logical and reasonable to them.


  “You don’t think anyone’s going to be, oh, waiting for us when we land? If they don’t shoot us out of the farking air, first?”


  “They have to know we’re there,” Papa said with a grin. You turn a transponder off and fly low, nobody sees you. By the time anyone knows you’re gone, you’re already on the ground again.”


  Speechless with disbelief, she stared at Papa for a few seconds. “Why the fark didn’t you just get a boat and sail to Florida, then? Pensacola or somewhere? You were in Mexico. You could have been there by now.”


  The men all pointed at Riley Perkins.


  Their meaning wasn’t lost on Dolce. “Oh.”


  Papa smiled. “We follow the strongest leads. Travel logistics is usually the least of our worries. Right now, though, we can’t go anywhere.”


  He didn’t need to say it. She knew exactly what he meant. They couldn’t risk traveling with Doc laid up.


  “So once we can move, our next step is what? Where do we go from—”


  “We get our asses out of this crappy valley ASAP is what we do.”


  Everyone turned at the ragged sound of Doc’s voice. He had an arm draped around Tango’s shoulders, the other over Pandora’s.


  Both of them were grinning ear to ear.


  Sin followed close behind, but from the look on his face and lack of protective gear, it was obvious the worst was over.


  Papa stood. “You feeling better?”


  “Felt a lot fucking worse,” Doc said as they helped him over to the ring of people and let him sit on the ground. “So don’t keep us hanging here in this garden of dogshit just because of my goldbricking ass.” He smiled up at his commanding officer. “Sir.”


  Papa’s smile blossomed. “Ready to get back on the road, I take it?”


  “I ran his latest blood work three times to be sure,” Sin said. “He’s improving.”


  “You sure it’s safe for him to be around us?” Papa asked.


  “I’m already synthesizing a serum from his samples. Tango and Pandora volunteered to let me try it on them. Once we know it’s safe, I’ll inoculate everyone. I think this is a good first step. Realistically, anyone could have been exposed already, from the outsides of our suits as we entered and exited the RV despite our decon protocols.”


  “But it’s not a total vaccine?” Papa asked.


  Sin’s expression sobered. “Eh, no. Not against the more virulent strains, I’m afraid. Only against the one he had.”


  Q walked up and joined them.


  “Which we still don’t know for sure was Kite,” the patient himself added. “For all we know, it could have been something different. The records didn’t show those fuckers cooking up anything besides Kite in their LA lab, but the braintrust here hasn’t finished going through all the samples yet.”


  “I think,” Q said, “it is reasonable to assume it was a mutated form of Kite based on the initial protein signature reports. If Julie Chu will respond to our messages, she could confirm it for us. I sent her the protein signatures.”


  “So that’s good, right?” Dolce asked. “That it’s mutating to a less deadly strain sooner than you thought it would?”


  Q nodded, even though his somber expression didn’t change. “Good, but it now means the strip tests might be worthless against some of the strains. None of us ever thought to investigate what parameters they used to develop the test strips. I thought perhaps it was a protein in the virus. But if that protein is not in all the mutations, it means other deadly mutations of Kite might not be picked up by the tests any longer.”


  “You could’ve just lied to me and said yes, it’s good that it’s mutating to a less deadly form,” Dolce said.


  Q smiled. “Yes, it is good that it is mutating to a less deadly form.”


  “Thank you.”


  “You are very welcome, Annie.”


  Dolce was still getting used to her code name, but she wouldn’t deny she liked it.


  “Okay,” Papa said. “That means tomorrow morning, we need a scouting team to head north and do recon, see if we need to blaze a trail.”


  “I’ll go,” Mark said. “I’m familiar with the area. See if we can contact my friend in Castaic.”


  “Then it sounds like we have ourselves the start of a plan.”


  LA was dying, circling the drain. Arliss had told Bubba that Kite was definitely exploding, uncontrolled, in areas of the city, even though that wasn’t being reported to the media yet. Suspected victims were being executed with po-clo when it was available, and by bullets when it wasn’t. One entire National Guard unit from southern Arizona had been euthanized when three of their members turned up blue. Just the week before, they had been patrolling the border with Mexico and had engaged in fights with people fleeing from Mexico City. It was assumed they’d contracted it that way.


  Lima showed them the latest news feeds he’d pulled up, and it wasn’t pretty. The National Guard had orders to evacuate areas of the valley, forcibly if necessary, regardless of whether people were in shelters or their homes were habitable. Power and gas crews were being dispatched only to outlying regions where damage was less severe.


  And where Kite had yet to be reported.


  Police and fire protection were being diverted as well. Hospitals were being evacuated, patients sent elsewhere.


  Or moved to Barstow.


  New LAX was permanently closed due to terminal and runway damage and fuel shortages that prevented them from refilling their generators which powered lights, radar, and radio equipment.


  Most telling of all, Bubba had reported that El Segundo was being completely evacuated and shut down, emptied of equipment and personnel. All aircraft and personnel were being moved, much of it to Edwards, the rest of it to points elsewhere.


  “Hang up the closed sign,” Roscoe said. “Los Angeles is going out of business.”


  “Fire sale,” Ak said. “Everything must go.”


  “Hey, that’s a good one,” Roscoe said.


  “Too bad it’s so damn close to the truth,” Dolce added.


  


  * * * *


  


  The three of them took turns holding the hose for each other in the makeshift shower that night when it was their turn to grab one. Because of the warm summer night and the sheer number of people in their group, it was just as easy to bathe outside rather than wait for time in the bathrooms. As warm as the night air felt, Dolce didn’t even mind the cool water from the hose.


  As a mental image of her dead friends flashed through her brain, she felt lucky she was even alive to be taking a cold shower under a hose in in someone’s backyard, with nothing more than a hastily erected tarp for cover.


  They returned to their tent and as her men settled in next to her, she realized she didn’t want to go to sleep yet.


  Yeah, during her own basic training, and even during some maneuvers and assignments during her time in, she’d had to tolerate primitive conditions. This was easy to deal with. Hell, as good as a fancy hotel. She wasn’t sleeping out in the open in her clothes. This, however, might be their last night of privacy for a while.


  She knew her friends wouldn’t want her wasting a minute of happiness.


  She didn’t want to waste a minute of it, because it could be snatched away from her in a heartbeat. She’d almost applied for a mechanic position at CTSC, until she’d gotten the job at the auto plant, which had paid better.


  It just as easily could have been her huddled down in that room with her friends.


  And anything she could do to take her mind off what she’d seen there would be a blessing.


  She rolled on top of Niner and kissed him. “I need a distraction.”


  “Oh, you do, huh?”


  “Did I hear someone needs a distraction?” Roscoe asked.


  “Yep,” she said, leaning over to kiss him. She sat up and pulled her T-shirt off, then her sports bra. “You two think you can distract me?”


  “I think we can handle that,” Niner said, reaching up and cupping her breasts in his hands. “I think we know exactly how to handle that.”


  Roscoe sat up and quickly got naked. Niner handed her off to him so he could get naked, too. In the process, Roscoe managed to get her shorts and panties off of her. She ended up on top of him in a sixty-nine, that talented mouth of his doing delicious things to her pussy as he licked and sucked on her clit. She grabbed Roscoe’s stiff cock. With her fingers encircling the base, she lowered her mouth onto it, enjoying the way his moan of pleasure rumbled through her clit.


  “Oh, that’s just perfect,” Niner said as he stroked her ass. His fingers settled between her legs, easily sliding into her pussy. First one, then a second. She was glad she had Roscoe’s cock to moan around, because it meant she didn’t have to worry about earning themselves a round of applause when they emerged from the tent the next morning.


  She felt Niner fist his cock and start swiping the head of it up and down between her pussy lips, gathering her juices on him before slowly sliding it deep inside her.


  Aaaaand that, combined with Roscoe’s delicious tongue, triggered her first explosion.


  “Oh, yeah,” Niner whispered, slowing down and taking his time. “I’m going to stay right here and let him get you off a couple more times before I let loose.”


  Helpless to change anything about that situation—not that she wanted to change anything about that situation—she let out a whimper around Roscoe’s cock.


  She’d swear he giggled, the sensation vibrating up through her clit as Niner’s cock kept perfectly rubbing against her G-spot.


  She didn’t know how long it lasted, or how many times she came. She’d given up trying to keep count, especially when sometimes it felt like they just rolled one into another. Finally, Niner took pity on her.


  “Go ahead and make him come, baby, and then I’ll take pity on you.”


  She increased her licking and sucking, cupping Roscoe’s balls with one hand and gently playing with them. He started arching his hips against her, rocking in time with her movements. As his cock grew harder, heat pulsing from it, eventually his balls drew up in her hand and she tasted him filling her mouth with his cum.


  His moan of pleasure triggered one last climax in her, a chain reaction that Niner profited from.


  “Oh, yeah.” He picked up the pace, hurrying to catch up, then finally burying his cock deep inside her pussy with a soft groan of release.


  Roscoe wiggled his way out from under her, kissing her as she collapsed onto their bedrolls with Niner’s cock still embedded inside her.


  “And that’s how you create a distraction,” Roscoe said with a grin.


  She smiled, nodding, now exhausted.


  Sleeping wouldn’t be an issue tonight for her that night, thank goodness.


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  


  The next morning, Dolce slipped into the house before dawn to use the downstairs bathroom and freshen up. She felt unsettled, even beyond the confirmed deaths of her friends.


  Like there was something worse on the horizon and she couldn’t put her finger on it.


  When she emerged from the bathroom, she was pleasantly surprised to see Doc sitting at the kitchen table. Pandora and Tango were working to get coffee started, but Dolce suspected it was more a case of them hovering around Doc, assuring themselves he was okay.


  “Hey, how you feeling?” she asked him.


  He smiled. “Tired. Hungry as hell. And ready to get our asses moving out of this area. Sorry I slowed you guys down.”


  “Ah, don’t worry about it. We’ll get this circus on the road soon enough, now that you’re back on your feet.”


  “We already have the monkeys,” he joked.


  “True dat.”


  Outside, she heard a couple of vehicles fire up.


  “What’s that?” Doc asked.


  “The recon mission,” she said. “They’re going to see what’s up in Santa Clarita and beyond. We’re hoping earthquake damage doesn’t extend that far.”


  “It shouldn’t,” Tango said. “If it did, that would be unprecedented.”


  “Maybe it’s Reverend Silo’s apocalypse,” Pandora snarked.


  “Wish he’d get Kite,” Clara griped. She was definitely not a fan of the minister. Her parents, who lived in the St. Louis area, had fallen under the reverend’s spell and wasted their retirement funds by tithing them to the Church of the Rising Sunset.


  Dolce had an intuition. “I’ll be right back.” She jumped up and ran outside. The two vehicles still sat idling there, Papa giving the men final instructions.


  She walked over to where Mark was riding shotgun in the lead car, with Echo in the backseat and Omega driving. Mark rolled down his window.


  “Hey,” she said, leaning in to hug him, “you come back. That’s an order.”


  He smiled, but looked puzzled. “What’s that for? Just some recon.”


  She shrugged. “Lots of things I’d wished I’d said to people in my life. People I sort of took for granted would be there. You realize I’ve dubbed you my adopted dad, right?”


  He smiled, reaching out the window to squeeze her hand. “Yeah, well, I never had kids. So you’re my adopted daughter. Don’t worry. These guys will get an old man with a gimpy hip back here safe and sound.”


  Omega nodded. “You betcha.”


  She smiled, ducking her head down so she could see the large, black man behind the wheel. It looked like he was wearing the small solar sedan instead of him driving it. “You be careful, too. Everyone comes home.”


  “What about me?” Omega’s partner Echo joked from the backseat, his blue eyes twinkling.


  “Yeah, and you.” She slapped the car’s roof. “Get yer asses back here before evening chow. I want to be able to leave this shithole city in the morning.”


  Then she walked back to the other car. She hadn’t had time to get to know Kilo and Foxtrot very well yet, but they seemed like nice enough guys.


  “Whatcha need, Annie?” Kilo asked after rolling down his window.


  “Same thing I told them. Get back safely.”


  “Will do.”


  She slapped the roof of their car, too, and stepped back. Roscoe and Niner walked over to her as she watched the two vehicles roll down to the street, where they turned and drove out of sight.


  “You all right?” Roscoe asked her.


  She slowly nodded. “I will be when they return safe later today and we’re all together again.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Finally able to take a mental breath, Dolce didn’t bother trying to relax, even though Papa told her to grab a little downtime if she needed it.


  Problem was, she didn’t want it. Downtime meant thinking.


  Instead, she chose to do what she did best, to be a grease monkey and go through their growing fleet, vehicle by vehicle, checking them all out, making adjustments to their solar systems, or doing small repairs as needed. Roscoe helped her, actually impressing her with his ability to take direction from her without mouthing back or pissing her off in the process.


  Fuel, both diesel and gas, might be difficult for them to come by on the road. They needed the vehicles’ solar systems to take up the slack. It meant slower going, but they wouldn’t have to leave a vehicle behind.


  Sometime before noon, Niner brought her and Roscoe lunch. They sat in the shade of a tree and ate their protein bars and sipped water from canteens, Dolce between them.


  “So what’s going on?” Niner asked. “I can tell there’s more on your mind than just repairs.”


  “I feel…unsettled,” she admitted.


  “About them going out on recon?”


  “Yeah.” She took another bite of her bar and chewed it slowly, buying her a little thinking time. “Something’s wrong. Something’s off. I had this same feeling when I knew…” She took a deep breath. “I’m just paranoid, now. That’s all. Don’t mind me.”


  Niner slung an arm across her shoulders and pulled her closer. “Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean there isn’t anything to be paranoid about. If it helps, Papa heard from them. They’re almost through Sylmar. Making good time and reporting that damage does seem to be getting better the farther north they go. Looks like that will be our escape route out of hell’s happy acres.”


  Dolce knew that should have relieved her, but it didn’t. “Make sure he tells them to watch their six.”


  “That’s a given.”


  She turned to glare at him.


  “But I will ask Papa to pass that message along in his next communication with them.”


  “Thank you.”


  He gentled his voice. “They’re not vulnerable like your friends were. Mark was in the military, too.”


  “Yeah, like nearly forty years ago. And he’s got a bum hip.” She felt guilty she hadn’t had time to go through the two vehicles that morning to clear them for travel. The mission had to come first. They’d had to get on the road early.


  “Those guys are good,” Roscoe said. “As good as any of us. They’ll take care of Mark.”


  She leaned her head onto his shoulder, grateful that he’d read her mind so well. Surely she was simply paranoid, right?


  She hoped.


  She hoped so hard, it made her heart ache to think about it.


  


  * * * *


  


  After lunch, a thick, choking layer of smog and smoke from the fires to the south of them drifted into their part of the valley and kept the sunlight at bay. Deep shadows lay under the trees, where she stood waist-deep inside the engine compartment of one of their trucks, tweaking its solar system.


  Dolce heard a vehicle rapidly approaching. She was already boosting herself up and out of the engine compartment, over the truck’s fender as the car, driven by Kilo, raced down the street and up into the driveway with a squeal of tires.


  She jogged across the backyard to join Papa, Alpha, and the others who gathered around. Scanning the street with her eyes and ears, her pulse jacked up when she realized the two men were alone.


  Papa wasted no time. “Where are they?”


  “Santa Clarita,” Kilo said, launching into the story.


  They’d been detoured by what looked like an impromptu roadblock when they were penned in by a mob of about twenty heavily armed men. Not Kiters. They weren’t sure at first if they were vigilantes, a gang trying to jump them, or rioters. Then the other vehicle stalled, and the two cars got separated as Kilo and Foxtrot tried to retreat to a better tactical position where they could pick off the mob from more secure cover. Then the local sheriff’s department, backed by a National Guard unit, had come in from the north, on the other side of where Omega, Echo, and Mark’s car had stalled out. They started picking off the mob from behind, penning them between their guys and law enforcement.


  Last they saw, Mark had been killed by one of the mob, and Omega and Echo had been handcuffed and taken into custody by the deputies, while the National Guard dispatched the rest of the mob.


  “I’m sorry, sir,” Kilo said, sounding and looking pained. “It was too hot a situation and we were way outnumbered. Omega ordered us over the radio to retreat and return here immediately for reinforcements. Before their radios cut out, we heard something about them being detained at the local jail with the survivors from the group who ambushed us.”


  Papa listened to this with a grim expression and his hands jammed deep into his pockets. He slowly nodded. “Okay,” he softly said. “Then that’s what we’ll do. Lima, I want full digital recon of the area—maps, locations of the sheriff’s station, jails, any intel we have of the area—ASAP. We’ll send a team out in a couple of hours. We need to get the rest of this outfit packed up and ready to move first.”


  Dolce was still trying to process the news. “Mark’s dead?”


  Foxtrot looked miserable. “One of the assholes from the mob got behind them and flanked them. Omega turned and blew the fucker’s head off, if it’s any consolation. I know it’s not, but…” He trailed off. “I’m sorry.”


  She slowly backed away from the group. When Niner and Roscoe tried to approach, she held up her hands, warding them off. “Not yet,” she croaked. “Give me a few.” She turned and bolted from the group, around to the far side of the house, where she slid down the wall into a crouch, rocking herself.


  It’s not fair!


  No, she knew from a very young age how unfair life was. But worse, she’d just started getting to know Mark. Hell, if she had never gone up to his apartment and knocked, he wouldn’t have been there in the first place.


  Then again, he might have died in the earthquake or violence.


  She tried to think and couldn’t, her thoughts a jumbled mass of agony and heartbreak.


  Why, for once, couldn’t she have someone stay in her life and not be ripped from her?


  Did that mean she’d end up losing her men the same way?


  That was something she didn’t want to contemplate when she couldn’t even process this news.


  Slowly staggering to her feet, she headed for their tent.


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  


  Dolce felt numb, her emotions scrubbed beyond the point of being raw. Not only had she lost Mark, but two of their men now needed to be rescued.


  Worse, she felt in a way it was her fault because she hadn’t gone through the vehicles before they’d left.


  Rationally she knew it wasn’t her fault, but that feeling remained. Mark was her friend.


  One more loss.


  Now what do we do?


  It was bad enough Mark had died, but they couldn’t—wouldn’t—abandon the other two men.


  Niner joined her in their tent a few minutes later. He sat down next to her on the bedroll and held her. “I’m sorry, sweetheart.”


  “I wish I’d gone.”


  “Why? You might have been killed, too. Or arrested.”


  “Maybe Omega and Echo could have gotten away if I’d been there to lay down cover fire. Or maybe the damn car wouldn’t have broken down in the first place.”


  “Huh?” He made her look at him. “This is in no way your fault. And as bad as this might look to you, trust me, this is not the worst situation those two, or any of us, have ever been in. Jailbreak? That’s a piece of cake. We’re going to send a team in there and get them back. Easy-peasey.”


  Roscoe stuck his head inside. “How you doin’?”


  “Get in here,” Niner said. “I need backup.”


  He climbed in, zipping the flap closed behind him before he stretched out on her other side. “I’m going to apologize in advance for accidentally being an asshole in any way.”


  While she hadn’t thought it would be possible, she laughed.


  Okay, chuckled, but still, close enough.


  Roscoe smiled. “There’s our girl.”


  “Do they need you out there right now?” she asked.


  “Not right now,” Niner said. “Papa told us to take a few. If shit goes down, they’ll call us out to help. Everything’s quiet. We’ll start packing our own stuff soon enough. Not much to do except strike the tent and roll the bedrolls. Our gear’s ready to go.”


  She hated feeling weak. For so long, most of her life, she’d had to be strong. After losing her parents, her time in the military, then after.


  Now, all she wanted to do was curl up in a ball in the arms of her men and let them hold her.


  Feeling weak sucked. But at least she had them.


  “What can we do?” Roscoe asked. “Tell us.”


  She didn’t know, honestly. Not like anything could bring Mark back. Or her friends. Or…


  She drew in a deep breath and slowly blew it out again. “Hold me?”


  They snuggled her tightly between them, and didn’t even try to cop a feel in the process.


  She didn’t know if she loved them more for that, or the fact that they’d flat-out asked what they could do for her.


  It felt good to be able to let go for a little bit to not just one, but two guys, who could take care of her while the world did its thing out there.


  This was a true luxury. She didn’t care about money, or about a roof over her head, or about anything else at that moment. All she cared about was curled up on either side of her, holding her, wanting to be there for her.


  Had asked to be there for her.


  She didn’t realize she was crying at first, until they both tightened their grip on her, holding her, trying to quell her trembling. Her cries came out as quiet, hitching gasps as she buried her face against Niner’s chest, her hands fisting his shirt, Roscoe’s breath warm against the back of her neck.


  She couldn’t change the past. She knew that. For a little while, though, she wanted to forget it.


  


  * * * *


  


  Roscoe felt like he’d been gut-punched.


  Scratch that, nut-punched.


  It hurt deep inside him as he listened to her grief welling up, knowing he was powerless to do anything but hold her. It wasn’t anything he could shoot or fight or kill or fix for her.


  All he could do was wrap his arms around her and pray he didn’t fuck it up.


  He desperately did not want to fuck this up with her.


  They could joke and banter forever about his ineptitude. About how he couldn’t not piss someone off.


  Right now, he wanted to help soothe her pain, not contribute to it. He felt horrible now for that morning when he made the comment about Ak needing to learn to keep up.


  He got it.


  Boy, did he ever.


  He was just lucky Quack and Lima hadn’t heard him. He likely would have gotten a fist in the side of the head instead of a pancake from Pandora.


  Damn, that felt like years ago instead of days.


  He caught a glimpse of Niner’s green eyes on the other side of her, focused squarely on him.


  Yeah, he could read that look.


  Don’t fuck this up.


  He couldn’t help it. The same survival skills that had kept him out of hot water with his dad and brothers, and kept him alive in Brooklyn, did not translate into making him popular with women. Hell, the longest relationship with someone he’d had besides Niner had been a deaf girl he’d dated for a few weeks in high school.


  Until he’d accidentally pissed off the girl’s older, non-deaf sister.


  That was all she wrote.


  High school felt like eons away, instead of a decade. He’d seen a lot since then. Done a lot.


  Killed more than a few people.


  He’d never really cared about what happened to him before now. His unit—that was his family. His brothers. Do or die for them.


  And now they had Dolce.


  She would always be Dolce to him, even when everyone else called her Annie.


  Sweet, beautiful Dolce. She lived up to her name, even if she didn’t think she did.


  Not just him, but Niner had it bad for her, too. Every bit as bad as he did.


  Roscoe placed his hand over hers, gently coaxing her into letting go of Niner’s shirt, lacing his fingers through hers.


  As if reading his mind, Niner placed his palm against hers, also lacing his fingers through theirs. They gently squeezed, together.


  “We’re here, baby,” Roscoe whispered. “We’re all yours.”


  “All yours,” Niner echoed.


  


  * * * *


  


  Niner hoped Roscoe knew what the hell the glare that he’d sent him meant.


  Keep your farkin’ yap shut.


  He hoped his partner would be emotionally intelligent enough not to say something and add to Dolce’s pain and grief, but he couldn’t be sure.


  This was new to both of them. Yeah, he’d always had an easier time with women than Roscoe, but dammit, it was like the guy tried to piss them off sometimes.


  But he could see the difference in the man now, since Dolce walked into their lives and became a part of them. Part of their team.


  He’d never thought about his emotions for Roscoe before, other than he knew they’d lay down their lives for each other. He’d never labeled it before.


  Love. Yeah, that fit. Not the kind of love where he wanted to ram his dick up the guy’s ass, but like a brother.


  And he knew Roscoe loved Dolce.


  Maybe it’s time to nut up and admit it.


  “We love you, baby,” Niner whispered to her. “We’re here for you. I love you, and he loves you.” He glanced at Roscoe, hoping that was right.


  From the man’s arched eyebrow and obvious surprise, he was glad to see he’d hit the nail squarely on the head.


  Then, Roscoe nodded.


  He nodded back before continuing. “I know we can’t take the pain away, but we promise you we’re not going anywhere without you. I mean, you know what I mean. You’ve got our hearts. We don’t want anyone but you. You aren’t alone anymore.”


  “We love you,” Roscoe whispered.


  Okay, well, he didn’t fark that up. Thank god.


  Her tears slowly subsided and she looked from Roscoe to him. “Please,” she whispered. “Help me stop thinking. Shut my brain off. Even if only for a few minutes.”


  Roscoe gently cupped her cheek with his palm and kissed her. Not a spit-sucking one, but with such tenderness and love that hell, Niner thought he could just lie there and watch them for a few minutes.


  It hit him right in the heart.


  Well, thankfully he’s not a total asshole.


  After a couple of minutes, Roscoe turned her toward Niner again, and he kissed her. He was aware of Roscoe moving, doing something, and then Niner realized Roscoe was helping her out of her pants without removing his own.


  When she softly moaned into his mouth, Niner knew exactly what Roscoe was doing to her.


  She held onto him like a drowning woman, clinging, and he was happy to be her rock.


  


  * * * *


  


  When in the military, she’d always heard about people turning to sex in times of grief, especially after combat. Sometimes, a unit would come back, especially if they’d lost people, and then it was like for the next twenty-four hours you couldn’t walk into a shower tent or latrine or supply tent without accidentally interrupting someone in the throes of sex.


  Now, she understood it. After losing her friends, and especially after losing Mark. It didn’t matter that she’d only really known him for less than a couple of weeks.


  She’d lost more than she’d ever had, it felt like.


  And these two men were willing to give back to her more than she’d ever had.


  She’d take every bit of it that they’d give her. Especially since she knew they didn’t have a lot of time, and the unit couldn’t afford to wait on her while she grieved.


  Roscoe’s mouth worked its magic on her clit. She noticed he didn’t bother undressing as he lay between her legs and licked and sucked at her, coaxing her brain to follow him for a while, to focus on the pleasure and what they were doing.


  Their love.


  Holy hell, they had both said they loved her, hadn’t they?


  Okay, she could deal with that in a minute. Right now, she didn’t want to do anything to interrupt or derail Roscoe’s valiant efforts in her southern hemisphere.


  Niner cradled her face in his hands, his lips on hers, muffling the sound of her cries when her body finally relinquished control to Roscoe. Roscoe grabbed hold of her thighs as she came, refusing to let her push him away as he continued licking and sucking, forcing her to ride through wave after wave of pleasure.


  Niner nipped her tongue, sucking on it, dividing her attention between the two of them, rendering her unable to focus.


  Just the effect she’d been hoping for.


  Finally, only when Roscoe was satisfied he’d made her come long enough, did he finally relent. He kissed the insides of her thighs, the stubble of his cheek rough against her flesh.


  Her eyes fluttered open to see Niner’s green gaze staring down at her. “Better?”


  She grabbed his head again and pulled him in for another kiss, hard, fierce, wanting, praying her grief made some sort of alchemic transformation into something her heart could live with.


  Roscoe sat up. She heard him unfastening his belt and shoving his trousers down, and then he was fucking her, slow and sweetly while Niner took control of their kiss.


  He cradled her head in the crook of his arm and pressed his forehead to hers, his hand cupped around the back of her head. “Come for us, baby. Let him get you over like that.” He worked his free hand up under her T-shirt and bra and played with her nipples. “Look at me. Don’t close your eyes.”


  She stared into his sweet green gaze right there before her, her entire field of vision. His hand went back and forth, from one nipple to the other, tweaking, playing with them, while Roscoe adjusted his angle and stroke just a little.


  And she felt it, the start, the tingle, as her climax sparked.


  “That’s it, sweetheart,” Niner said, keeping his gaze drilling into hers, straight into her soul. “You know you want to give it to us. We want it.”


  Her world ended just past their bodies. That was the way she wanted it. There was nothing else, no death, no Kite—nothing but these two men and their love for her.


  As Roscoe slowly thrust, she let everything else slip away except what she was feeling, the sounds of their breath, their presence trumping everything else.


  Slowly, Roscoe picked up speed, bringing her with him as she drew closer, the feeling tightening inside her like a rubber band. Until, finally, it let go, flooding her with pleasure. Niner’s lips crushed hers again, giving her the freedom to cry out as Roscoe began fucking her in earnest now. Faster, keeping her release going as he sought his, until he finally finished inside her, holding still buried deep within her.


  Niner let her go with a final kiss. “I love you, too,” she whispered. “Both of you.”


  Roscoe leaned in and kissed her. “Love you, baby. You sure you can put up with an asshole like me?”


  She smiled. “Yeah. You’re my asshole.”


  He grinned. “Only yours, baby.”


  They switched places, Roscoe cradling her against him while Niner slipped his trousers down, his cock easily sliding inside her.


  With his sultry, brown gaze and darker skin he was so different than Niner in so many ways.


  That, and he was an asshole sometimes.


  She didn’t care. She’d take him just the way he was, him and his honest heart. That was worth more to her than any glib words.


  She had Niner for words. What mattered was feelings, and she knew they both loved her.


  For Roscoe, there was always duct tape, if things got bad enough.


  Roscoe played with her nipples, kissing her, teasing her until Niner’s cock also started churning pleasure inside her. Working like a finely tuned machine, the two of them teamed together and coaxed her body back up to the edge again.


  And when she tipped over, they were there, holding her, catching her, until finally when the last echoes of her climax receded Niner leaned in and kissed her.


  “Love you so much, baby,” he whispered.


  She reached up to both of them, palming their cheeks. “Love you guys,” she said. “You’re stuck with me.”


  Roscoe gave a curt nod of his head. “Good, because if you think I’m a verbal klutz sometimes, I’m sure I could screw up groveling, too.”


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  


  Silo stood at the windows in his office and stared out to the east, toward the Sandia Mountains, as Jerald talked.


  “…I’m afraid what this means is that he’s likely dead, sir. I can’t risk asking around about him for fear of it pointing back to us.” When Silo didn’t respond after several minutes, Jerald asked, “Sir?”


  Silo waved a hand at him. “I heard you,” he said.


  Inside, he seethed. He knew exactly what had happened. Arliss had sent Macaletto to Los Angeles—deliberately—to put him squarely in the sights of the Drunk Monkeys.


  Who’d taken him out the way they’d likely taken out Macaletto’s man in Mexico City.


  Arliss was proving to be a more cunning foe than he’d first thought.


  After several more minutes to let all that digest, he asked, “We don’t have anyone reliable in Arliss’ office right now?”


  “Not directly, no. I’m sorry, sir.”


  “We don’t even know if Riley Perkins was ever really in Los Angeles, do we? If she actually contacted you? It could have been part of an elaborate ploy by Arliss to expose our connection in all of this.”


  Jerald started to answer, hesitated, then finally admitted, “I don’t know, sir. I believe she really did contact us, based on what our operatives said happened when they tried to acquire her. Then, somehow, our efforts were…thwarted. Whether by design or by coincidence, I don’t know. Once they lost sight of her, they were unable to find her and had to leave the area due to the earthquake and escalating violence there. Their mission proved unsuccessful.”


  “Awfully funny she contacts us, and then somehow ends up contacting General Arliss, isn’t it?”


  “I don’t know the exact details of how that came to pass. Macal—our contact was very brief on the phone. I could have misunderstood him, or I might not have received all the information.”


  “Did you try calling him back?”


  “Multiple times. I suspect it was a burner cell that he disposed of after we talked.”


  Silo finally turned and dropped into his chair, staring up at Jerald. “How blasted difficult can it be to track down a group of twenty men?”


  “Well, they’re special ops, sir. They trained for infiltration, recovery, attack, stealth. This is their battlefield, their style of fighting. Urban warfare and evasion is one of their strengths.”


  Silo leaned back and pondered that for a while. “They have someone working with them. Someone outside the military. They must have. Someone working with General Arliss and feeding him information. It’s the only way Macaletto missed any of what happened.”


  “It would appear that is a valid assumption, yes.”


  “Send people after that man in Chicago. What’s his name? Mike? The guy who was the boss of Celia Jorgens. The one she e-mailed while she was in Australia. Send someone to Chicago and find out what he knows. By any means necessary.”


  “But, sir, we’ve had electronic surveillance on his accounts, and on Ms. Jorgens’ e-mails. There hasn’t been anything new from her in the past couple of weeks.”


  He arched an eyebrow at his assistant. “Well, duh. If the guy is smart enough to track a North Korean scientist and his family to Australia, he’s damn sure smart enough to hide his fucking e-mails!” Silo was screaming by the time he finished the sentence, although he hadn’t meant to be.


  Jerald’s eyes had grown wide.


  Dammit.


  He took a deep breath and calmed himself. “My apologies, son. I’m very stressed out.”


  “Yes, sir. It’s all right. No worries, I understand.”


  What Silo really wanted to do was stand up, pick up his chair, and sling it through the large, plate glass window behind him.


  That, however, could appear unseemly.


  Mary is going to get the ass-fucking of her goddamned life tonight when I get home.


  “Make sure whoever investigates that man in Chicago,” Silo slowly said, “is very skilled and dependable. And that it is the last conversation the man ever has. Right?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Maybe it’s time to send someone to talk to Celia Jorgens’ family, too.”


  Jerald nodded.


  Silo shooed him out.


  When Silo was alone again, he turned his chair around to face the view of the mountains. It was starting to feel like for every two steps forward they took, they took one step back.


  Most men would take that as a sign from God to stop what they’re doing. Fortunately for me, I’m not most men.


  Oh, he would have his way. Of that he was certain. One thing he’d learned over the years was that he could do anything he put his mind to.


  Anything.


  He would not fail.


  


  * * * *


  


  I can’t tell him now. He’s too stressed out already.


  Jerald had found several more articles online about the Drunk Monkeys that morning. They’d been buried, news about the LA earthquake and resulting issues taking the spotlight.


  But they were disturbing in their praise of the men. It was almost as if someone were determined to portray them as folk heroes of the apocalypse. The men who would deliver the world from this scourge of Kite.


  And Jerald didn’t like that one bit. He needed the world to think it was Reverend Hannibal Silo who would lead the faithful to the one true way and guarantee them a place in paradise.


  Otherwise, people wouldn’t send money.


  Money ran their organizational behemoth. It greased the wheels. It allowed him to get away with things in the name of the better good that otherwise might get them sent to prison for life.


  And they were too damn close to their goals for him to accept failure as any kind of an option.


  He also suspected the longer it took for the reverend to achieve his greater goals, the more unstable the man’s mood would become.


  Might be time to start slipping something into his coffee.


  He’d been trying to get Silo an audience with President Kennedy, but the bitch’s chief of staff kept ignoring his requests. And he couldn’t exactly admit their ulterior motives without implicating themselves.


  If he could get Silo an audience with the woman, it might take the man’s mind off the fact that it appeared their Los Angeles project had been an utter waste of time and money. The reverend might have his contacts in the CDC, but so did Jerald.


  And in other places.


  Kite had exploded in the LA region. It was only a matter of time before that fact made it into the media. While the rest of the United States—the parts of it not undergoing their own riots or strife—could sit back and watch the final demise of the California city from the safety of their own homes, Jerald was a man forced to take logistics into consideration.


  By his calculations, it might only be a couple of weeks, or sooner, before Kite reached their little slice of New Mexico. Jerald’s contacts had outlined a chilling plan already underway to neutralize as much of the threat as possible in the LA area, but it wasn’t a good plan.


  No better a plan than China had to wipe North Korea off the face of the map.


  And we all know how that turned out.


  Troops were methodically going building-by-building, clearing them, and setting fire to them later, once there were no civilian witnesses.


  Witnesses were immediately executed.


  So was anyone testing positive for Kite, or anyone traveling with a Kite-infected person.


  What the troops doing this hadn’t been told yet was once they herded everyone to Barstow, where road blocks on the other side of town kept people from leaving, they would also be liquidated with the rest of the town and refugee camp, if they’d been exposed.


  It was a chilling scheme. Estimates ran as high as fifteen percent of the LA refugees testing blue for Kite.


  They would have to leave for St. Louis soon. A little sooner than Jerald had originally anticipated, but he didn’t want to be in Albuquerque when Kite began its deadly march across the state.


  Why worry the reverend and tell him about the PR campaign already being waged on the behalf of the Drunk Monkeys? His own life was crazy enough without his boss and mentor going off the deep end on him.


  I think I’ll wait. He doesn’t need to know.


  Chapter Thirty


  


  Late that afternoon, Dolce perched on a rock in the backyard and stared toward the west, where the sky was a little lighter over the mountains there than it was to the east. It didn’t matter that she couldn’t see the impending sunset through the thick, smoggy haze. She knew it was out there.


  Somewhere.


  To the south, the smoke from the fires was even more noticeable, eerie, growing thicker and darker as the day dragged on.


  Well, the city literally went to hell.


  More reports from Bubba that Kite was taking hold in the valley. The National Guard and local authorities were no longer requesting people leave the city and head toward Barstow. They had shut down major roads to the south and east, even ones still passable, and were forcibly funneling people toward Barstow.


  No one was being checked for Kite anymore in the convoys, either. They were loading them as fast as they could and transporting them to huge tent cities cropping up around the north and west of the desert town.


  It increasingly appeared that the unsettling hypothesis about what to do with a couple million people potentially infected with Kite was about to be tested.


  Early estimates about death tolls in the Los Angeles area from the riots, earthquake, and now Kite had already topped two million, and were climbing every hour.


  And at the last census just a couple of years earlier, the approximate population for the area, following decades of flu pandemics and other earthquakes, had hovered around the five-million mark. Although it had dropped due to people fleeing in the aftermath of the anthrax attacks of the previous year.


  Bubba had suggested they clear out of the area sooner rather than later. While their current location in Altadena might be okay for now, it would be less than a week, maybe only a day or two, before a panicked flood of refugees fleeing the area on foot caught up with them once they realized what the National Guard was doing in terms of herding them out of the valley and into the desert.


  In the space of a few days, Dolce’s life had completely shifted, first by aligning herself with Mark, then another shift when she met the Drunk Monkeys.


  Once more, if she counted finding her friends and learning their fate.


  Part of her almost wished she hadn’t. That she could have gone on with the irrational, but emotionally easier idea that they were alive, out there, somewhere, and okay.


  Another shift to lose Mark. She’d just gotten to know and rely on him. She felt cheated.


  Like she’d almost had a father again, and then had him cruelly yanked away once more.


  And now another shift. She needed to step up and be part of the team, haul her own weight, and make sure she gave a thousand percent to help keep the team safe, together, and on the move, ahead of the wave of humanity which would eventually drown them if they weren’t careful.


  She knew what she had to do. What she wanted to do.


  What needed to be done if she was to live with herself in the future.


  She heard someone open the door of the house and walk outside, coming to a stop a few feet away from her.


  “Can I join you?” Ak softly asked.


  She nodded, making room on the rock.


  Ak sat on her right, slinging her arm around Dolce’s shoulders.


  Not speaking.


  Which, to be honest, Dolce preferred at that moment.


  When the door opened again, she heard two people walking over, and suspected it was Pandora and Clara.


  Sure enough, it was.


  There was just room enough for all four of them on the rock together, their arms around each other as they stared toward the west.


  “How’s Doc?” Dolce finally asked.


  “Still improving. He’s pissed off he can’t go on the rescue mission.”


  Dolce nodded.


  They sat there as the light slowly changed, shadows lengthening.


  “This Silo guy is batcrap crazy, isn’t he?” Dolce finally asked.


  “Yep,” the other three women said.


  “Is it just me, or does the fucker need to die?”


  “Yep,” they echoed.


  “We’ve got to get Omega and Echo back.”


  “We will,” Clara said. “That’s our priority, don’t worry.”


  “They’re sending out the extraction team shortly,” Pandora said. “Tango told me.”


  “They need a sniper,” Dolce said. “To run backup.”


  The other women didn’t reply.


  “Don’t you guys think so?”


  “Are you really ready for that?” Clara asked.


  “Yep. I want to do what I can. Pull my weight.”


  “Papa’s inside,” Pandora said. “He’s almost done packing and was planning the run with Alpha and the others.”


  Dolce took a deep breath and let it out before standing and turning to look at her friends.


  Her sisters. “Well, I need to see a man about a gun,” she said.


  The other women stood, and they embraced each other in a group hug.


  “We’ll get them back,” Clara said. “Believe me, failure is not an option.”


  “Not at all,” Pandora agreed.


  “Yeah, well, I have a code name to live up to,” Dolce said. “So failure isn’t in my vocabulary at this point, either.” She headed for the house, turning before she was halfway there. “You think you all can not beat my boyfriend’s brain out while I’m gone?” she teased.


  Pandora snorted. “I make no such promises, girlfriend. Roscoe has a habit of pissing me off.”


  “He has his good points.”


  “I would hope so,” Pandora said. “Otherwise, I might have Q and Sin checking you out for brain damage.”


  Dolce walked into the house and found Papa in the kitchen making coffee.


  He glanced up as he was measuring grounds into the basket. “Wanted one more pot for the road. No offense, but I’m surprised to see you up and around.”


  “Sir, I want to go with the extraction team.”


  He stopped what he was doing and looked at her. “Did you just call me ‘sir’?”


  She nodded.


  “You’re not reenlisting, are you?”


  “Not exactly. Please?”


  He seemed to consider it, finally nodding before finishing up with the coffeemaker. “I take it you want to go as a sniper?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  His sigh sounded tired. “No need for the sir. You don’t work for me.”


  “I want to work with the team.”


  “And you will. But right now, we’re equals. I don’t give a shit what rank I have, we’re all in this together until Arliss rescinds the OTG order.”


  “Why wouldn’t he? We got Macaletto.”


  “We don’t know if he was the only one.”


  A bad feeling crept over her. “What aren’t you telling me?”


  “Bubba bugged out earlier today. Lima received a message from him a little bit ago that he’ll be out of contact for a while. He’s got a safe house, and he’s heading there, but he had a dead body in his apartment he had to deal with.”


  “Sir? I mean, sorry?”


  “He interrogated the guy before liquidating him. Bubba thinks the guy was maybe sent on behalf of Reverend Silo to find out what Bubba knew about Pandora’s current whereabouts.”


  “Meaning the Drunk Monkeys’ current whereabouts.”


  He nodded.


  “What about her sister’s family? Does Pandora know yet?”


  “Not yet. Bubba had already moved them a couple of days ago, apparently. He’s not going to stay with them in case they track him down again. But I’m going to talk to her shortly and tell her.”


  “So I can go?”


  He nodded. “I wasn’t planning on sending Roscoe and Niner. I want them here helping to protect the convoy.”


  “I’m okay with that.”


  “I don’t know how okay with that they will be.”


  “You’re their CO.”


  “True. But I also don’t want two pissed-off and distracted men. You talk to them.” He smiled and pushed the button on the machine to start the coffee brewing. “They’re your packages.”


  She laughed. “Thanks, Papa. I’m happy with them.”


  “Good, because I don’t think anyone else would want them. Well, not want Roscoe, at least.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Twenty minutes later, they were ready to go, Dolce heading out with them. Besides her, their group was Alpha, Lima, Foxtrot, Kilo, Yankee, and Oscar. The last two men going along just in case they had to resort to blowing something up, the twins being the unit’s demolition experts.


  They assured her that would be a last resort, but one they wanted in case it proved necessary.


  She was geared up, all her buckles taped down, the sniper rifle loaded and ready, as was the nine in the holster strapped to her thigh, and an AR-269.


  Roscoe and Niner looked unhappy with this, but they wouldn’t buck orders.


  They each gave her a last hug and a kiss before she turned to get into the car.


  “Be careful,” Niner said. “Love you.”


  “Love you, too.”


  Roscoe reached out and caught her hand. “Love you, baby.”


  She grinned. “Love you, too, asshole.”


  He laughed. “But I’m your asshole and you’re stuck with me.”


  “Yes, I am,” she agreed.


  “And you’d better get your sweet ass back here to us in one piece,” Niner told her.


  “I’ll do my damnedest.”


  Papa stepped forward. “You know the routine,” he said to Alpha. In and out. If you can’t get them out, regroup and return.”


  “Oh, we will get them back,” she said. “They don’t know it yet, but those people have just unleashed a whole farking barrel full of monkeys on themselves.”


  Papa nodded, smiling. “Fair enough.”


  They would meet in twenty-four hours at a predetermined rendezvous point south of Santa Clarita. As soon as the extraction team left, Papa and Uncle would order the rest of them to load up and move out. Where they met up again would depend on how far the larger convoy could get in twenty-four hours. They didn’t want to go through Santa Clarita and risk the RV and its precious cargo, or the lives of the three scientists, if it wasn’t safe there. If it meant making a side trip and driving a longer route to the west through Ojai, they would. They would stay on the north side of Sylmar and hug the foothills west toward Simi Valley.


  At some point, they would liberate themselves a large truck and trailer, and a front-end loader for emergency road repairs and slide clearance in the hills. Bubba had already digitally scouted out a couple of places along the convoy’s way where they might be able to acquire one. Ak would likely be able to hot-wire it for them, if they couldn’t find keys.


  As they pulled out and headed northwest, Dolce looked out the window. There were very few people walking around today, hardly any vehicles on the roads in their area. It seemed the military’s evacuation logistics had been working.


  She’d ended up riding with Alpha and Lima, and had been equipped with a two-way radio to stay in touch with everyone.


  “Welcome to the team,” Lima said from the front seat where he was bent over his sat-linked laptop. “Hope you don’t get sick of us.”


  She smiled. “Why would I get sick of you guys? You’re family.”


  Alpha snorted. “I hope I’m lucky enough to find a woman like you one day.”


  “At the rate y’all are going, you probably will.”


  “I don’t know,” Alpha said. “Looks like everyone else is getting the good ones.” From his tone she knew he was joking.


  “You and Papa will find a woman who will totally take you out at the knees. And then what are the bunch of us going to do?” she teased. “We’ll need ten group weddings.”


  “Think Silo will do it for us?” Lima snarked. “Give us a group rate?”


  She laughed. “I think if we haven’t killed him before then, he’s going to wish he’d never been born.” Her smile faded. “He’s my new hobby. I want to fuck up his everlovin’ existence.”


  “We already told Ak she could castrate him,” Alpha said. “So she’s kind of got dibs.”


  “I’m good with that.” Dolce’s focus returned to the decaying urban landscape outside her window. “As long as I get to help.”


  “By the time she gets done with him,” Alpha noted, “I don’t know if there will be enough pieces left to help with.”


  Dolce smiled. “The more pieces, the better I’ll like it.”


  Chapter Thirty-One


  


  Mary Silo stood in the restroom of her hairdresser’s salon, hands almost violently shaking as she withdrew the hidden phone from her pocket. She made sure the volume was turned down before opening the voice recorder app and hitting play.


  She smiled, relieved nearly to the point of tears as her husband’s voice oozed from the small speaker, the snippet she’d recorded between him and Jerald just that morning.


  “Son, I want to know why those volunteers haven’t spread Kite around. My contacts at the CDC feed me regular updates. There have been no new reported Kite infections in any of the places we sent them. There should have at least been the volunteers falling ill, correct? What the hell happened to them?”


  She hit stop.


  Holding the phone to her chest, she closed her eyes. This was worth it. Worth the humiliation and abuse she’d been suffering at her husband’s hands all these years.


  Worth preventing anyone else from suffering the way she’d suffered.


  She’d been flushing the pills every day, figuring out she could simply palm them and drop them into the toilet bowl when she went to the bathroom. Since Hannibal hadn’t put a stop to it, obviously her ruse was working.


  Now she just needed the strength to keep it up. She knew she couldn’t go to the police. They would laugh her off and Hannibal would punish her even worse than he already was.


  It was bad enough her ass was sore from his repeated fuckings. She didn’t need to see what else he could devise in that twisted, warped, devil’s brain of his.


  Thank you, God. Please give me the strength to do what I need to do to bring that evil man down. I’m really going to need it. Amen.


  


  


  THE END
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