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  Barrel of Monkeys


  One can of whup-ass delivered courtesy of…the Drunk Monkeys.


  Gia Quick is an LA Sheriff’s deputy in Santa Clarita. She gets an emergency promotion to station chief after Kite, riots, and earthquakes bring the region to its knees. She knows the only solution to keep rioters and Kiters out is to blow the freeway and give citizens time to escape.


  Omega and Echo are on a recon mission when a mob ambushes them and they get separated from the rest of the Drunk Monkeys. They find Gia arresting—even after the short, feisty deputy arrests them. She needs a road blown and they can help, if they can locate the rest of their unit.


  Unfortunately, Kite hits close to home for Gia, and there’s nothing keeping her in Santa Clarita. But the military has one hell of a cover-up underway. When Gia opens this barrel of monkeys, she might find more than she bargained for…and she just might find love.
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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…


  Welcome back to the beginning of the end of the world. It’s late June, and going on almost twelve months post-TMFU—The Massive Fuckup.


  When last we left the Drunk Monkeys, Los Angeles lay in a smoking heap of ruins, both from the growing riots and from an unprecedented devastating earthquake that rocked the entire basin area and surrounding valleys.


  Not exactly the ideal circumstances to try to run a clandestine research lab and discover a vaccine for the Kite virus, which has also taken a firm grip on the region and is rapidly spreading.


  The men—and now women—of the Drunk Monkeys SOTIF team are still off the grid and on the run, protecting three scientists on The List, scientists who are humanity’s best hope to stop Kite before it kills off the human race.


  I think we can all agree that’s a pretty reasonable plan. After all, the three scientists are part of the group who created the Kite virus in the first place. Albeit under duress, courtesy of the former North Korean government.


  Said government that no longer exists, thanks to China turning Pyongyang and other North Korean population centers into smoking, radioactive craters once they discovered the country’s fuckery.


  AKA TMFU.


  On another note, team member Doc contracted what appeared to be a milder and mutated version of Kite…and recovered. That gives the scientists hope that the virus is mutating to a less deadly form on its own in the wild, something they’d been working toward before TMFU.


  But the bad news is he never tested “blue” with the stick test used to quickly diagnose Kite infections, which means the test might no longer be valid due to virus mutations.


  And that’s a true downer.


  But another pressing matter awaits. At the end of our last installment, two of the Drunk Monkeys, Echo and Omega, were captured during a skirmish against a mob of thugs while running a scouting recon mission to map the group’s best path out of the region. Please indulge this narrator as we pick up the story starting the night before those events occurred, and take a look at them from a slightly different perspective.


  Shall we?


  


  


  Chapter Two


  


  Nooo one ever expects an impending apocalypse…


  


  Someone knocked on the door to the storeroom Gia Quick was currently using as her living quarters.


  “You’ve got to be shitting me!” she yelled at the unknown knocker. It had been less than an hour since she’d retreated to her tiny slice of personal real estate shortly after midnight, and it was the first bit of sleep she’d almost had in nearly seventy-two hours.


  “Sorry, Captain,” the young voice replied. “We need you.”


  At least she’d lain down completely dressed, except for her gun belt, which lay on the floor next to her. She angrily dragged her exhausted ass up and off the bedroll that had been her nest for the past week, grabbed her gun belt, and yanked the storeroom door open. She looked up into the young face of one of the deputies.


  Mark? No, Mike. Then again, at only five three, she pretty much had to look up into the face of everyone she worked with. The men, at least. Christ, he’s young. If she remembered correctly, he’d only finished academy training a few weeks earlier, was like twenty, maybe twenty-one. He didn’t even have a service sidearm yet. They’d been using him for administrative duties, traffic patrol, things like that.


  “What. Is. It?” she asked as she pulled her gun belt on again and got it buckled.


  His gaze dropped to the floor. They’d run out of surgical masks that morning and she hadn’t been able to get her hands on more of them for her people. “A National Guard unit just rolled in,” he said. “I tried to tell their guy to give you at least a couple of hours of sleep, but he said his orders were to report directly to you immediately upon their arrival.”


  She frowned. “To me? You mean to Chief Baynes.”


  His fingers ran through his short, nearly military haircut. “Um, yeah, about that. No one’s been able to locate him. We received orders twenty minutes ago from MP. You’re in charge. They broadcast it to all stations over the emergency channel. Whoever the highest ranking or tenured officer is at each station, they’re in charge.”


  MP was Monterey Park, the Los Angeles Sheriff Department’s headquarters.


  “Sheriff Anderson said that?”


  He shook his head, his gaze still on the floor.


  “Well, he’s our boss. So who issued the order if he didn’t?”


  “Traverson.”


  She blinked. That was the county’s assistant sheriff. “He’s two down the chain of command.”


  “Sheriff Anderson and Undersheriff Innings are…”


  She watched his Adam’s apple work up and down as he swallowed.


  Checking her tone, she reached out and patted the shoulder of his green polo shirt in a way she hoped came off as comforting. Hell, they didn’t even have proper uniforms for their newest recruits anymore. They were in their own jeans and casual uniform shirts with the badge embroidered on the chest. It was all they could scrounge up for them.


  “What’d the orders say?” she asked in what she hoped sounded like a kinder voice. She was so sleep-deprived at this point, she couldn’t tell.


  “That MP was in the process of being overrun and evacuated. If there is a ranking officer or deputy in a station, they are to take over command unless or until someone of higher rank comes in. Otherwise, the National Guard is ordered to take over if there are only civilian employees.”


  She was still stuck on the first part of his statement. “MP was overrun?” That didn’t even compute in her brain.


  He nodded. “Riots and facility damage from the earthquake. Reported Kiters in the mobs. And they said not to expect future messages from them via the MP office. If they can relocate, they will update later.”


  “Shit.” She didn’t realize she’d muttered that out loud until the young recruit locked eyes with her.


  He looked scared.


  Damned scared.


  That was okay, because she was now scared shitless herself. “All right. It’s okay. Where’s this guy who wants to talk to me?”


  “Up front, ma’am. Administration lobby.”


  She led the way down the hall back toward the lobby.


  The world has gone crazy. This can’t possibly be happening.


  Sure, they’d run through emergency and Homeland Security drills throughout the years. Then there was the damn anthrax attack a little over a year ago, right before China served Pyongyang a shit sandwich last July.


  But it was North Korea that went up in smoke, not North Compton. That was an ocean away, and so was Kite.


  Or, had been.


  Now reality was knocking on her back door.


  Literally.


  Well, on her front door.


  She punched her security code into three different doors to get out to the lobby. She pulled up short when she caught sight of the guy in fatigues.


  He looked even younger than her deputy.


  Christ on a cracker.


  She was only thirty-six, which until a few weeks ago had felt relatively young when she was surrounded by a police force comfortingly full of men and women of varying ages.


  Now, it felt like she was the old hand, and they were desperately short-handed.


  Probably because that was exactly what was going on.


  She looked at the two stripes on his sleeve. “How old are you, son?” she asked before thinking about how insulting it might sound.


  “Twenty-five, ma’am.”


  Shit. “You’re the commanding officer? You’re only a corporal.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “How many men you got with you, Corporal…?”


  “Corporal Nick Edison, ma’am. Twenty-five.”


  Terrific. “Where the hell they pull you in from?”


  “Redding, ma’am.”


  “You’re all from up there?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  She closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. That was the northern part of the state, nearly all the way to Oregon. “Let me guess, everyone in your unit is your age or younger.”


  “Pretty much, yes, ma’am. Got a couple of ROTC students who graduated and haven’t shipped out to basic yet, and they told them to come with us.”


  Christ on a cracker.


  “What the hell am I supposed to do with you?” She opened her eyes. It was a rhetorical question, but he helplessly shrugged anyway.


  We are totally farked.


  The last thing she wanted to do was babysit a bunch of National Guard kids.


  Literally, kids.


  It was the middle of the night, and she also didn’t want to send these kids out into unfamiliar territory under these conditions. “Okay.” She turned to Mark or Mike or whatever his name was. “Go show him how to get his guys through the back gate, get their vehicles inside the garage, and seal us up tight again. Let ’em get a halfway decent night’s sleep and some food in them.”


  “Where you want them?” her deputy asked.


  And now the fact that he really was her deputy slammed home in her brain. “The closed garage evidence bay in back. Move some of the impound vehicles out to make room.” She had a thought. “Unless they’re like an SUV or a truck or something. And they have to be drivable vehicles. Keep those inside in case we need them. In fact, move all the other impound vehicles out, and move in as many official SUVs and units as you can fit.”


  Mike looked conflicted. “But…they’re evidence.”


  “Kid, we are in the middle of a massive TMFU of our own right here in LA county, if you haven’t noticed. I swear to you, if a judge gets pissed off about it, I will personally explain it to them and absolve you of all blame. But for tonight I want”—she turned to the corporal—“how many vehicles you got?”


  “Three, ma’am.”


  “Okay. Tonight, I want room for them, their vehicles, and other vehicles—official and running impound vehicles—inside that garage. Got it?”


  Mark-Mike nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Go. Take him out back first and show him the facilities. Then you two work up a plan, and execute it.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  The two men left. Gia leaned against the counter and rubbed at her forehead again. Sleep deprivation was cranking up a good start to a bad headache.


  Sharon Keele, the night receptionist, looked up at her. “You want weed or caffeine, Chief?” she snarked.


  Gia started, staring at her. Not over the weed comment. That was an old running joke in their office.


  The “chief” moniker was what had startled her.


  That was something she wasn’t used to. She wasn’t the most senior captain in their station, and they had two commanders and a chief above them.


  Unfortunately, it looked like she’d just received a battlefield promotion.


  Fark.


  Chapter Three


  


  Once assured that things were under control in getting the National Guard unit settled, Gia again tried for another nap. She had to, because she was dead on her feet and nearing collapse. If things couldn’t wait an extra couple of hours, then they were all more than farked anyway. She removed her gun belt and left it on the floor next to her makeshift bed.


  Unfortunately, thinking about MP being overrun, a facility that over the past fifty years had undergone enough upgrades and reinforcements to make it pretty much like a prison in and of itself, kept her from being able to fall asleep.


  MP was far more reinforced and secure than their Santa Clarita station. And if it had fallen…


  She eventually dozed, finally giving up around 4:00 a.m. At least the little bit of sleep she’d snagged had staved off her headache.


  There were currently sixty-eight deputies out on patrol, and another hundred and fifty or so due in at six that morning.


  If they showed up for duty.


  All leave and vacation had been suspended indefinitely, and, unfortunately, fourteen of their deputies, along with their commanders and chief, had gone down to help with riot control in the basin area.


  Like their commanders and chief, they had neither reported back nor returned as of yet.


  I need a shower. And about a gallon of coffee.


  And at that point, even though she never used the stuff, she was seriously considering raiding the evidence room to see if there was any weed in there. Then again, it’d been legal to use for over a hundred years, so there probably wasn’t.


  After grabbing a shower she opted to put on a knit short-sleeved shirt over her undershirt and bulletproof vest instead of a formal uniform shirt.


  Fuck it, she didn’t have another clean formal shirt with her anyway, and it wasn’t like she was going to return home to her studio apartment on the north side of Santa Clarita just to pick up clean clothes.


  Maybe I’ll be able to hit the laundry room here this afternoon.


  Ever since the riots broke out, and then the massive earthquake a couple of days earlier, Gia had been camped out at the station pretty much full time. She’d been needed there, and without a family to worry about, she had the luxury of being able to give her coworkers time here and there to sneak away to check on their own.


  It didn’t help that her apartment currently had no water or electricity anyway. At least the backup systems at the station were still functioning, between solar, wind, and diesel gennys.


  Gia followed the smell of freshly brewing coffee down to the break room that served the front administrative part of their station. Sharon was standing in front of the coffee machine and muttering darkly at it under her breath.


  “You reading it its rights?”


  Sharon jumped, laughing and turning. “Hey, Chief. You spooked me. You get any sleep?”


  A shiver rippled through Gia at the title Sharon had used for her. “Yeah, about that. I wasn’t thinking earlier. I guess we have some protocols to go over, huh?”


  Sharon was a widow in her late sixties, and had been a civvie employee of the sheriff’s department for over forty years. “Yeah. Coffee first.” She handed Gia a mug. “Then we’ll do it.”


  It was one of those “I’ll never need that” kind of scenarios. Sure, once Gia had hit the rank of lieutenant and realized she had no desire to derail her career path, she’d started advanced training in tactical and administration.


  Including those worst-case scenarios like she now faced. Although those worst-case training scenarios hadn’t been a fraction as bad as this. And she’d thought they’d been pretty damn bad, at the time.


  Once Gia got her mug of coffee prepared, she took a deep breath and made her way to the front with the mug in hand.


  Their lobby was empty, the security cameras positioned toward the street showing nothing out of the ordinary around the secure perimeter. They’d locked the outer gates again once the National Guard unit had been secured inside their garage. Any civvies needing to enter the admin side, they had to buzz in at the gate and be buzzed through two other secure mantrap cages before they even reached the mantrap of the bunker-like front lobby entrance. There were two other administrative officers on duty tonight, and a dispatcher, as well as one other deputy, who was seven months pregnant and had been assigned to desk duty.


  Unlike their usual playful banter and easy discussion, the lobby area was filled with an ominous silence broken only by the sounds of news reports from various satellite feeds quietly playing on TVs and computers at different desks, interspersed periodically by calls from the official radios.


  The department was no longer responding to any nonemergency calls. At all. Your neighbor throwing a noisy party? Someone stealing your car from the street? There’s a drunk singing in your front yard? Tough luck, buttercup.


  Someone trying to kill you? We’ll get someone over there as soon as we can.


  Hopefully.


  Sharon had a copy of the order up on her computer by the time Gia made it to the woman’s desk. While Gia read it, Sharon jotted the special code onto a sticky note for Gia and handed it to her, along with an office key from her desk.


  “Here you go,” Sharon softly said.


  In addition to the highest-ranking officer being in charge at each station, the order basically said that every station was on its own if it couldn’t reach someone in command. To operate the best they could under the circumstances, with the personnel and resources they had. And that if it looked like a station could no longer be maintained, to evacuate to a safer location.


  Where such a place might exist, a safer location, they didn’t bother to clarify.


  In other words, good luck, godspeed, you’re on your own.


  Gia stared at the key in her hand. “Don’t suppose you want a promotion, do you?” she only half joked.


  Sharon snorted. “Not on your life. Although if you need moral support, I’ll go in with you.”


  Gia’s hand closed around the key. “Yeah. I think I need it.”


  Together, the women walked down a hallway, Gia punching in her code to go through another door, until they stood before what had been Chief Baynes’ office. She used the key to unlock the door and then opened it, almost hoping someone would jump out from the shadows and say, “Haha, got ya!” and declare it all a joke.


  Nope. Just dead, dark silence.


  She reached inside and felt along the wall to find the light switch. On his desk sat a family picture they’d taken last Christmas. Baynes, his wife, their three kids, their spouses, and four young grandkids.


  Forcing herself not to look at the family photo, Gia slid into the chair behind the desk and grabbed the computer mouse, waking the terminal up.


  The login box blinked at her on the screen.


  Security Code Login


  Another deep breath, and she used one finger to punch in the twelve-digit alphanumeric code Sharon had given her.


  The cursor turned into a pinwheel for only a moment before another screen flashed before her.


  Current Officer Login


  Gia punched in her badge number and security code she usually used for logging in to their system.


  It immediately returned another dialog box.


  Good Morning, Chief Quick. Special Procedures Emergency Checklist is as follows…


  She worked along with the prompts, which confirmed a loss of contact with MP, the validity of the special access code that had been issued, and that she was in fact the most senior officer registered at the station at that time.


  While the entire county was technically under a declared federal state of emergency, as well as martial law, there were still things to do, routines to go through, until the situation reached a no-return tipping point and she had to consider preserving life over law and order.


  As Sharon sat in a chair next to her and watched, Gia quickly worked through things such as assignment rosters, resources, phone numbers, and access codes for the safe in the chief’s office that contained master key sets and other items she’d need as…


  Well, the new station chief.


  It also allowed her to access the sat-linked database of other stations.


  That was when she nearly shit herself.


  Sharon said it first. “Holy fuck,” she whispered.


  All stations west of the 110 were dark. Not even running on backup power. There were only spotty reports from other stations that had checked in from the southern part of the county, most running at less than twenty-percent of normal staff and nearly all reporting moderate to severe quake-related damage or outages. Even stations from the LAPD and Orange County SD, who also used the same integrated computer system, were either out or running at far below normal operations.


  What chilled Gia even more were reports, hours-old, from stations in Compton, Lynwood, South Gate, and Downey, reporting they were evacuating all personnel from the area due to mobs, many of them reportedly infected with Kite.


  Unconfirmed reports were flooding in from officers on the street that the National Guard had been authorized to shoot on sight anyone suspected of having Kite. In other parts of the county, the National Guard was still in the process of evacuating people out to Barstow. Not from their area, but from the southern, western, and eastern sections of the valley basin.


  Gia didn’t understand why they were doing that, but she supposed it wasn’t her job to know that. Yes, local infrastructure had been devastated, riots and fires were making it impossible to remain in many neighborhoods, and the city had pretty much devolved into chaos.


  But why Barstow, of all farking places? There was nothing out there. And there’d been nothing in any of their previous drills that would indicate a massive civilian evac operation to that particular town. There had been a couple of cursory notices since the earthquake that the National Guard would use rail to ship people from Barstow to safety to parts east and north in the country…but that still didn’t make sense to her.


  Then again, she suspected that was the least of her worries at that moment.


  “Like it or not,” Gia told Sharon, “you’ve just been deputized.” She quickly clicked through the administration screens back to personnel and made the adjustment.


  “Yay, me,” Sharon flatly said. “What if I tell you I don’t want it?”


  “Tough shit,” Gia said, still tapping at the keyboard. “You’re a deputy. And you get a raise. Congrats.”


  “Whoopee. I’ll try not to spend it in one place.”


  When Gia finished that chore, she clicked back through to the main page of the station status section, which graphically displayed the entire region on a map.


  The color-coded map was like a slap in the face. Huge black gaps indicated stations that hadn’t checked in lately, or were known to be down.


  Gia sat back, shocked.


  Sharon let out a whistle. “You might actually be the highest-ranking law enforcement officer left in this part of the county. If not in the entire county.”


  “Terrific,” Gia muttered.


  Gia had seen Sharon handle some of the worst situations and people with the utmost professionalism and equanimity. So what the older woman said next terrified her. Especially in the scared tone she spoke it.


  “Gia, between you and me, when do we finally call it a day and run?”


  Gia had sworn an oath to serve and protect the citizens of LA County, not to commit suicide or order other officers to their deaths in an impossible situation.


  Then she thought about the twenty-five kids from the National Guard now bunking in her station’s garage.


  About her own deputy—whose name was Mike, she’d looked it up. Most of the people remaining on their force were her age or younger. The few older than her didn’t outrank her. And she knew a lot of them had families they’d want to be moving out of the area.


  And she wouldn’t blame them. “Maybe sooner than we think.”


  Chapter Four


  


  Sharon took Gia’s coffee mug to the break room to refill it for her while the de facto chief attempted the next part of her duties, trying to make phone contact with someone in charge.


  Numbers she’d been provided—numbers that were kept current and verified on a weekly basis—either rang unanswered, or gave her a fast-busy signal indicating the call couldn’t go through for some reason.


  Including a sat-phone number for Assistant Sheriff Traverson.


  Trying to get through to other stations proved a chaotic blow to her morale. Four listed on the database as being active didn’t answer. Three of the stations immediately put her on hold and never came back. Dialing the numbers to two others got her a fast-busy tone. Finally, when she reached someone in West Covina, she found herself talking to a young-sounding man with a very nervous edge to his voice, who identified himself as Deputy Juan Ricosa.


  “Hey, this is Captain Gia Quick at the Santa Clarita station. Can I please speak to your commanding officer?”


  “You’re speaking to him as of a couple of hours ago.”


  Gia closed her eyes. “You’re a member of the sudden promotion brigade, too, huh?”


  “No offense, Captain, but I’ve got a situation here. Can we summarize things? Every available officer I’ve got here is herding people to the 10 to get them to the 15 on their way to Barstow and out of here before we lock the doors.”


  “Lock the doors?”


  “Ain’t you heard the latest? Damn Kiters in the west part of the county and heading this way. We’re buggin’ out of here.”


  “Has that been confirmed by the CDC?”


  “CDC don’t have anything to say about me closing this station down.”


  “I meant the Kite diagnosis.” She’d seen the training videos. The graphic footage from overseas. She’d seen what a human caught in the grips of the virus could do to other humans.


  It wasn’t pretty.


  “I confirmed it with my own damn eyes,” Ricosa said. “I’m actually from the Lynwood station. I saw a guy get his fucking arms and legs ripped off day before yesterday. Rioters might beat the crap out of you, but they don’t try to fucking eat you. City’s dead, lady. I don’t know what it’s like up there in your special neck of the woods, but it’s hell down here. Time to turn off the lights and lock the door behind us.”


  When she finally got off the phone with Deputy Ricosa less than five minutes later, Gia felt hopeless.


  Sharon handed her the fresh mug of coffee. “And?”


  Gia took the mug from her, sat back in her chair, and stared at the computer monitor. “I’m not sure you want to know.”


  “Then don’t tell me. By the way, I’m off at six. I’m going to go home, pack, and come back here, if you don’t mind. Not like my apartment has power right now anyway. Not sure I even have water. Pressure was way down yesterday when I left.”


  “Take a cruiser,” Gia said. “Or one of the impound vehicles.” Sharon didn’t have a car of her own anymore, unable to afford the insurance and fuel.


  Sharon cocked her head. “Wow. That bad?”


  “Yeah. And pack with the thought that you might not go home again.” Gia finally met her gaze. “I think I need to run by my apartment this afternoon, too. Might be the last time I get there.”


  “So where we going next?”


  “When I finally call it a day here?”


  Sharon nodded. “I don’t have any close family nearby. Wherever is fine with me.”


  “I’m thinking north.” Gia reached over and clicked on a map of the area. Damaged sections of freeway were highlighted in blinking red. The section of I-10 leading through to the 15 was undamaged, as was the 15 heading north. Maybe that explained why the National Guard was so insistent that they herd the refugees north out of the region and to the tent city exploding in the low desert just to the north and west of the main downtown areas in Barstow.


  “Why Barstow?” Sharon asked. “I keep thinking that. Why there, for fuck’s sake, of all places?”


  “I don’t know,” Gia said, “but when we get to that point, that’s not where we’re going.”


  “Good. I hate Barstow. It’s a shit hole. I grew up there so I can say that.”


  Gia looked up at her. “You still have any relatives there?”


  “No.”


  “Good.” She returned her attention to the screen. The rail yard there was the largest feature of the town.


  But if they had positioned the refugee tent city to the north and west, around and even straddling the rail yard in some places, and had pretty much written off the LA population anyway…


  She couldn’t help but notice the close proximity of Edwards to the town. Just over the desert. An easy flight…


  Yes, she’d been an MP in the military. Yes, she’d seen the lengths the military would go to contain what they saw as a civilian threat.


  Yes, she’d seen how the US government flat-out lied to people.


  She clicked out of the map and took a deep breath. Entertaining any crazy thoughts like that was a waste of time and energy. Right now, she still had a job to do. A job she’d pledged to do.


  And until the time came when it proved impossible to do it, she’d stay on the job.


  


  * * * *


  


  After an initial glance at casualty reports, Gia stopped looking at them. At last count twelve hours ago, easily over a million dead or dying, between the riots, earthquake, and ensuing chaos following the earthquake.


  And, of course, Kite.


  In the main LA basin, there were no functioning hospitals left west of Ontario or north of Santa Ana. Maybe farther south, but that might as well be a world away at this point.


  They had a decent medical center in Santa Clarita that was still functioning under backup power, but she knew it was quickly becoming inundated by evacuees from other hospitals, as well as refugees who’d made their way up the I-5 corridor through the pass to their valley.


  I need to cut off the route.


  The ruthless thought both horrified her, and settled deep within her as a certainty. As more people tried to leave LA, they would head north, against the will of the National Guard, eventually overflowing from the San Fernando Valley area into their little slice of hell.


  It would overwhelm them. Utterly.


  The easy solution would be to close the highway and funnel people through Highway 14, except that 14 was closed by rockslides in several places. Her other option was to send them west, toward Simi Valley.


  Gia, with Sharon trailing in her wake, made her way to the back of their facility, to the garage bay where the National Guard guys were already stirring.


  Ah, to be young again. At this rate, extreme stress and a lack of sleep would kill her far sooner than a Kiter or anything else. “Corporal Edison, what kind of skills do your guys have?”


  He looked a little confused. “Ma’am?”


  “Are you all just grunts, or do you have any specialists amongst your ranks? Munitions, demolitions, snipers, anything?”


  “Oh, I work for a highway contractor. I don’t have my certifications yet, but I’ve been training in explosive excavation.”


  “Can you blow shit up without killing yourself?”


  “I think so, yeah. Yes, ma’am, I mean.”


  “Fanfuckingtastic. You just got deputized.”


  “Uh, I’m not sure that’s legal, ma’am.”


  “It is now. Come with me.”


  She led him back to her new temporary office and pulled up detailed topography maps for him. “We’ve got a secure DOT highway facility here in town. I know for a fact they store explosives there that they use for road clearing projects. I strongly suspect it is currently unguarded. I’m going to need you to permanently shut down the 5 for me here, south of the junction, north of where the 210 dumps into it.”


  His brow furrowed. “Did I just hear you correctly?”


  “You did. It won’t stop everyone, but I’m hoping it derails enough of the mobs to keep the worst of them from flooding the area.”


  He stared at the maps. “That’s a lot of people to try to keep out, no offense.”


  “This next part is confidential,” she said.


  He nodded.


  “I got off the phone a little while ago with a deputy in West Covina.” She recounted her conversation to the corporal. The young guardsman looked even more shocked. “So unless you’ve got a better idea,” she concluded, “or unless you’ve got more explicit orders to the contrary, that’s my plan.”


  “I haven’t received any new orders yet. I tried contacting our commander a few minutes before you came in and there was no response.”


  “Then I guess you’re stuck with me for the time being. If that’s going to be a problem, you tell me now. I spent four years in as an MP, so I’m not a total noob, got it?”


  “Yes, ma’am. It’s not a problem.”


  She gave him a curt nod. “Good. LASD is nearly as tough as the farking military. For them to be giving up and giving in means that we don’t have a snowball’s chance in hell if a huge mob reaches us here. I suspect my local force will be down to less than fifty in a few days or sooner, as people realize the lights aren’t coming back on and they get their families the fuck out of the area. My job at this point is to give the population of Santa Clarita as much time as I can to get the hell out of here by slowing down whatever’s trying to crawl up their six. Whether or not they leave is up to them.”


  He sat back, a stunned look on his face. “Can I ask you a question, ma’am?”


  “You can ask me anything you want.”


  He rubbed at his chin for a moment, at the slight shade of stubble there. “If I knew something that I wasn’t sure of, but had heard a lot of scuttlebutt about, would you want to know?”


  “Something official?”


  “I overheard my commander on the com the other day. Before he sent us here.”


  “Spill it.”


  He chewed on his lower lip for a moment. “I think something bad’s going to happen in Barstow in the next couple of days. All National Guard commanders are being told to funnel refugees and civilians to Barstow and then move their troops to Edwards. Not to Ft. Irwin. And they’re evaccing all personnel at the logistics base in Barstow.”


  “Are they now?” Fuckery was afoot, for sure.


  “And no one’s supposed to say anything to anyone about that,” he continued. “They set up tents, brought in water trucks and MRE shipments and portable latrines for the civilian authorities to deal with, and are pulling out. But that’s only if their troops didn’t see direct exposure to Kiters. Anyone whose units saw action fighting Kiters is supposed to stay and man the tent city and get tested for a couple of days before they pull back to Edwards.”


  “Interesting.”


  “And I heard something else.”


  “Might as well tell me everything.”


  “They were coordinating with one of the refineries to get a propane tanker train sent to Barstow.”


  “Were they, now?”


  “Between you and me, ma’am, I don’t want to see a Kiter. I want to go home, to Redding. I was stationed for four years in Germany working on Jeeps. I never even had to shoot anyone.”


  “Then consider yourself lucky and follow my orders. Hopefully we can all get to Redding without dying in the process.”


  “That sounds good to me, ma’am. My official orders are to follow local law enforcement command until told otherwise. Since I can’t get my commander, I’m good with following your orders.”


  She didn’t want to tell the poor kid that the government would likely send them somewhere else in-country to fight Kiters.


  The US government, however, didn’t own her ass anymore, and hadn’t since she was twenty-two and did her four years. Once she decided to leave Santa Clarita, she would be her own person.


  She’d gone right into the Academy after her enlistment was up, became a deputy, and went to college in her spare time to get her BA in law enforcement so she could move up the career ladder.


  For the first time in six months, she was now grateful to be divorced. Otherwise, she’d still be living in Glendale with her ex.


  As that sank in, she said, “I need to make a call.” She picked up the phone and dialed a number she knew by heart.


  Fast-busy.


  She might hate Dave Glover and wished he was dead plenty of times, but not like this. This was the first time she’d thought about him in several days. He was a mechanic for the county bus fleet. He’d also been her husband for almost ten years.


  Until the day he came home, announced he wanted a divorce, and told her to move out of the apartment. Not like she could complain, it had been his when they’d met, inherited from his parents.


  After she moved out, she discovered he’d moved his girlfriend in.


  She’d gotten herself tested for the full panel of STDs, stood up for herself with a lawyer that cost her in fees almost the full cash settlement that she’d won from Dave, and moved into a tiny apartment less than a couple of miles from the station in Santa Clarita.


  She tried his cell number twice more before pulling out her own cell and looking up the number for his garage.


  A fast-busy tone.


  Not that she could help him even if she could reach him.


  But at least she’d wanted to give him a heads-up. To keep her conscience clear, if nothing else. No, he might not have done the same for her, but that wasn’t the principle.


  She was better than him.


  And that was the point.


  


  * * * *


  


  At least they didn’t have to try to feed the weekend warriors. They’d been shipped down with enough MREs to keep themselves going for nearly two weeks. Gia returned to the lobby to retrieve a status report from the deputy on duty, Ellen MacMahon.


  The woman wore a grim expression as she handed Gia the tablet and a stylus.


  Gia looked over the report and signed it. “Don’t come in tomorrow, Ellen.” Gia returned the tablet and stylus.


  “What?”


  “You and your husband, you live here in Santa Clarita, right?”


  “Yeah, over in Stevenson Ranch. We share a house with my sister and parents. Why?”


  “I’ll take care of the paperwork,” Gia said. “Just go. Medical leave. Your paid maternity leave starts now. Get your family and head north.”


  Ellen stared at her, one hand protectively stroking the curve of her belly through her uniform shirt. This was her first child. She’d been on the job as a patrol deputy for five years after eight years in the military. “I heard on the channels that they want survivors sent to Barstow.”


  “Yeah, don’t do that.”


  Ellen slowly nodded. “Okay, Chief. Anything else?”


  Gia nodded toward the service piece Ellen wore in an underarm holster, since her gun belt didn’t fit her anymore. “Keep that on you at all times. Get everyone out of your house and out of the area as soon as possible. I also wouldn’t head east until you’re at least up to Modesto.”


  “Shit,” she muttered.


  “I didn’t say anything,” Gia told her. Then she stuck out her hand. “It’s been an honor working with you.”


  Ellen shook with her. “Thanks, Chief. Ditto.”


  By six thirty, Gia was pleasantly surprised to find that one hundred and forty-five of her deputies had reported for duty.


  The five who were missing lived south of Northridge, or farther.


  She didn’t expect them to show up and hoped they were still alive.


  She gathered them all together in the garage before they left in their patrol vehicles. Standing on a chair so they could all see and hear her, she addressed them, with the weekend warriors looking on from the side.


  “Long story short, looks like I’m now the chief.” She gave them the abbreviated version of the story. “There’s no easy way to say this, but the shit has hit the fan and we are on our own. I’ve got a plan to permanently shut down the 5, but that won’t buy us much time. Any of you who have family outside of the Santa Clarita area and want to be let out of your shift to go get them, raise your hand. But you won’t be taking an official vehicle to do it. I can’t spare them.”


  One man raised his hand. “I’m in Pacoma. It was quiet when I left, but I got two kids and my dad can’t drive anymore. My wife is at home with them. I’ve got our only car. I want to send them north.”


  She nodded. “Go get them. If you want to come back after getting them packed and on the move, fine. Otherwise, I’ll mark you as on family leave with pay. Don’t know how long the systems will keep dishing out money.”


  That announcement brought about a disconcerted rumbling.


  She needed to nip that shit in the bud, and fast. “Look, I’m in the same boat all of you are. We’ve never faced anything like this before. I don’t know how automated the banking systems are or what’s going to happen. I’m under no illusions that LA is gone. Our jobs are gone. Some of us, our homes might not be gone yet, but they soon will be. This isn’t a matter of if, but a very imminent when. We have to save ourselves.”


  One of the older deputies, but younger than her, spoke up. “Are we supposed to abandon everyone? Why are we even here if that’s what we’re going to do?”


  “Fair question. We had approximately forty-five thousand residents in the Santa Clarita region, as of the last census two years ago,” she told them. “I don’t know how many have already left the area out of healthy fear or an abundance of caution. I’ll be calling on the head of the medical center and updating them and suggesting they start moving people out ASAP. I’ll also notify the mayor and city council. Start passing word in your patrol neighborhoods that people need to leave, and they need to do so to the north. What we’re going to do is give them a fighting chance to get the hell out before it’s too late. Where they go from here is not our problem. Also, warn them that within a week, or less, there will be no law enforcement or public safety coverage, and the power and water won’t be coming back on anytime soon.”


  “How do we handle crimes?” another asked.


  She wanted to answer “with extreme prejudice,” which was a term dredged up from her time in the military. “We’re under martial law. Anyone you see in the act of committing a violent crime, give them a warning to cease and desist, tell them to lay down their weapon, and then make the next bullet count if they fail to comply. Anyone suspected of Kite needs to be shot on sight. Don’t risk the contact to test and use the po-clo kits. If you come across looters, use your best judgment. If they’re orderly and unarmed, don’t go shooting grandmothers grabbing cans of soup from Vons. But if they’re threatening people or using violence, shoot to kill. There will be no ambulance service, understand me?”


  Another wave of discontent rippled through the assembled officers.


  Drawing herself up to her full five three, she jammed her fists against her hips. “Stop it. Right now. Anyone thinks they can’t do their job, step forward, but you leave your service sidearm and all your ammo here when you walk out. We’ll need that. You don’t seem to be understanding what I’m saying. Those of you who’ve seen action in the military, we’re there.”


  She jammed a finger in the air. “This is our worst-case scenario times ten. A scenario so bad we never even planned for it because no one ever thought this confluence of events would happen. This might not be a terrorist incursion, but Kite turns people into enemy combatants and creates more as it goes. Our job is to follow behind the bulk of the people who choose to leave, cover their six, and give them as much time as we can to get to safety. Understood?”


  “So why’d you let him take his sidearm?” another grumbled, indicating their colleague who’d just left to get his family.


  She jumped off the chair and walked over to him, getting in his face…well, chest, as best she could. “Because he’s not pussing out on us, that’s why. He’s got a family. You’re single, aren’t you, Lorenzo?”


  The deputy looked around and edged back a step. “Yeah?”


  “I expect he’ll probably get his family packed and have his wife drop him off here on her way out of the city. If he doesn’t, well, he’s got kids to protect. You don’t have kids, then you don’t have a reason to bitch.”


  “You don’t have kids.”


  “Yeah, and I’m not pussing out, either. I’ve had less than two hours of sleep in the past seventy-two, so fuck you. You in, or out?”


  Several of the other deputies did have kids, or at least significant others, or even extended family. They glared at Lorenzo.


  He noticed. “I’m in, Chief,” he finally said. “Sorry,” he added with a mutter.


  She stepped back and returned to stand on her chair. “Okay, so this is how it will go…”


  Twenty minutes later, her deputies were heading out to start their patrols. “Remember,” she reminded them, “tell them we’re closing down the 5 to the south, and tell them to leave the area and head north.” She assigned four patrolmen to start diverting traffic on the freeway. “Now you all get out of here and stay safe. We’ve got two, maybe three days at the most before we completely shut down. I want you all alive when we do.”


  Corporal Nick Edison walked over to her as the officers left. “Now what?”


  “I need to get a couple of things squared away,” she said, “and then you and I will go out on recon.”


  Chapter Five


  


  Omega had been born and raised in the LA basin, but the mangled and dying city they were trying to escape bore little resemblance to his hometown. Between the riots, the Kite virus, and now the aftermath of a devastating earthquake, it would seem LA had finally hit rock-bottom in a way no one had ever envisioned outside of old Hollywood disaster movies.


  Hell, no one would have believed a disaster movie of this scope. Not even the old monster movies where gigantic, radioactive lizards leveled everything in sight.


  It didn’t feel real.


  Now, before dawn, Omega and three other Drunk Monkeys prepared for their recon mission. They’d be accompanied by Mark, AKA Sparky, a retired LA fireman who was now also their logistics coordinator for the recon run. He’d just joined their group a few days before with Annie, a former military mechanic and sharpshooter.


  Right now, their group was hidden at a house in Altadena, which was owned by a friend of Sparky’s. Apparently the owner had bugged out and left town before their arrival.


  Their group was in a hurry to do the same. Hence today’s scouting mission. They couldn’t risk getting caught at a choke point. The RV contained their mobile Kite lab where three scientists from The List desperately worked to come up with a vaccine for the virus.


  Especially since one of their own guys had apparently contracted a milder, mutated strain of the disease and, fortunately, was recovering from it.


  It gave them all hope that maybe humanity wasn’t farked up the ass, sideways and without lube, after all.


  Echo looked up from the ammo bag he was packing. “Grenades, yes, or no?”


  Omega started to give him a smart-assed response when he realized Echo wasn’t kidding. As a sergeant, and the highest-ranking member of the recon party, technically it was Omega’s call.


  “Yeah, take a couple. Can’t hurt to have them.”


  He knew Echo felt nervous about today’s mission. Healthily so. He wouldn’t want anyone going with them who wasn’t at least a little nervous. It would keep them on their toes, highly aware.


  He and Echo had been buddies ever since basic training, when they were eighteen and fresh recruits right out of high school. He’d been the streetwise, big, beefy black guy from LA, while Echo had been a brown-haired and blue-eyed country boy from Kansas.


  The two of them became fast friends, bonded over snarky senses of humor and the fact that both were only children with single mothers. When the chance to try out for the SOTIF units came their way, they both jumped at it with an all or none attitude. Either they both made it, or they’d turn it down.


  Echo likely would have been a sergeant too, now, had Kite and TMFU not happened. He’d been due for a rank bump from corporal when the world went to hell.


  Literally.


  Who knew their friendship would have lasted twelve years, the last four of them as part of the Drunk Monkeys? Echo was a master of disguise, a two-legged chameleon. About the only thing he couldn’t do was turn himself into a black man. Omega even tolerated Echo’s love of foreign pop music.


  As the unit’s quartermaster, Omega normally wouldn’t be going out on a recon like this, but as with their time in Mexico, he had special knowledge and skills that made his presence necessary. Before Clara had joined them in Mexico, he’d been the only man in the unit who could fluently speak Spanish, despite standing out from the local population due to his six five height and his dark skin. And now, he had local knowledge the others didn’t.


  He also wanted to see what was out there. As quartermaster, he might find things they could use. Yes, they had Bubba for intelligence support back in the Chicago area, but with the massive chaos here on the ground in LA, he needed to be the one calling the shots in terms of supplies.


  Their mission’s success depended on it.


  “Lima said there’s a lot of confusion on the official bands,” Echo told him. “Command structure has collapsed in local law enforcement.”


  “I don’t doubt it. Some areas of LA were like a war zone during good times. I can’t imagine it’s any better now.”


  “I know we need Sparky with us, but I gotta be honest with you, I wish he wasn’t going.”


  Omega turned to him. “Why?”


  Echo shrugged, his blue eyes looking troubled. “Just a gut instinct. But I won’t officially stand up and tell you I think he should stay behind just because this whole fucking situation’s got my nuts twisted.”


  Omega flashed him a smile. “Not like that gal in Manila, I suppose?”


  Echo winced. “I meant metaphorically, dude. And I thought you promised never to mention that crazy bitch ever again.”


  He couldn’t help but laugh. “Sorry. Yeah, she was a special level of crazy, wasn’t she?” The two of them had met her at a bar near the base early last year, well before TMFU, while they were on a two-day pass. At first, in bed between them, she’d been insatiable. But when the men tried to leave the next morning, she insisted they were going to stay even when they tried to tell her the US military had dibs on their lives.


  She’d grabbed the first thing she could get hold of—Echo’s nads.


  Omega had to lift her off the bed and lock her in a closet so they could escape.


  “I mean,” Echo continued, “you know I don’t worry unnecessarily, but I can’t shake this feeling.”


  “We can’t risk moving the caravan without recon.”


  “I get it. No argument there.” He zipped the bag and hoisted it over his shoulder. “Let’s just make it a turn and burn, okay? No sightseeing, no jumping in to help people out. Out and back so we can say adiós to LA for good.”


  “We’re on the same page, cupcake.” He went to check on Kilo and Foxtrot and make sure they were ready to go. They couldn’t risk too many people going on this recon, another reason he’d agreed when Papa, their commander, had strongly suggested Sparky ride along. They needed every available extra person back at base guarding the three scientists and the RV.


  If they lost the valuable research the three had accomplished so far, it could mean the difference between a vaccine for Kite…


  And the end of the human race as they knew it.


  He found the other two men emerging from the tent they shared. “You two ready to roll?”


  “Yeah, just want to hit the latrine one last time,” Kilo said.


  Foxtrot headed for the vehicle the two men would be driving. “Then me, after I dump my stuff in the car.”


  “Make it fast. I want to be out of here before daylight.”


  “Roger roger,” Kilo said.


  Omega found the retired fireman also ready to go. “You sure you’re up to this?” he asked.


  Sparky grinned. “This is the most excitement I’ve had in years. I was an LA fireman, so believe me, I’ve seen excitement.”


  “You’re going to be armed.”


  Sparky snorted. “I’m always armed.”


  “You going to have any problems shooting if it comes to that?”


  “Not on your life. I was military. No worries, I know the drill.”


  “Okay. Just checking.”


  “If I thought I was going to endanger you guys, we wouldn’t be having this convo. I’d have Lima pull up detailed maps and draw routes out for you. But I want to see if my friend up in Castaic is still there. If things are worse than we think they are, he’s got the perfect place for us to hole up in for a little while.”


  “You can always just give us a note. Or we can film a message on a tablet to show them.”


  Sparky glanced around before leaning in. “I want to feel useful, okay? Give an old man his last hurrah. I might not make it with you much farther than my friend’s place, depending on if he’s planning on bugging out or not. We might just make that our last stand or something. Or, I might stay with you to Seattle and beyond. But I pull my weight. This is something I can do.”


  Omega held out his hand and shook with the older man. “Fair enough, Sparky. Welcome to the team. But your help taking down the mole was already above and beyond. You’re guaranteed a place with us no matter what from this point on.”


  Sparky shrugged. “Yeah, but I ain’t no slouch.” He grinned. “Besides, this could be a lot of fun.”


  “I don’t think you know what that word means.”


  “No, I do. But it beats being locked up in an apartment in a building that probably shook itself into a pancake. For that reason alone, I want to keep pulling my weight. I feel like I owe the group that much. I don’t fear dying, but I’d rather postpone it as long as possible.”


  Omega couldn’t argue with that logic.


  They were all loaded and had gone through a final talk with Papa and Alpha, their commander and second, when Annie walked up to the lead car. Omega was driving, Sparky riding shotgun while Echo sat in the backseat and was in charge of the tablet and maps.


  Sparky rolled down his window and she leaned in to hug him. “Hey, you come back. That’s an order.”


  “What’s that for? Just 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 dubbed you my adopted dad, right?”


  He reached out and squeezed her hand. “Yeah, well, I never had kids. So you’re my adopted daughter. Don’t worry, they’ll get an old man with a gimpy hip back here safe and sound.”


  Omega nodded in agreement. “You betcha.”


  She ducked her head and met Omega’s gaze. “You be careful, too,” she said to him. “Everyone comes home.”


  “What about me?” Echo joked from the backseat.


  “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 shit-hole city in the morning.”


  Then she walked back to speak to Kilo and Foxtrot in the car behind them.


  In the rearview mirror, Omega watched Echo look behind them. “What do you think that was about?” Echo asked.


  Sparky’s tone concerned Omega only because it mirrored some of his own thoughts. “She’s nervous. Understandably so. Everyone she’s cared about in the past year hasn’t made it.” He looked at Omega. “Let’s see if we can’t reverse that trend.”


  Omega shifted the car into gear and pulled forward. “Agreed on all counts.”


  Chapter Six


  


  Smoke from the fires to the south lay over the entire valley complex, even as far north as Altadena. In the early morning, it hung low to the ground and mixed in many places to form a thick fog. It slowed their progress, not only because they couldn’t see any hazards in the road, but because it impeded their ability to keep an eye out for anyone who might ambush them.


  The LA basin had turned into an urban warfare zone. Omega wished like hell he didn’t have to think that way, but he knew too well that letting down his guard might get them all killed.


  Too much was riding on their mission to allow that to happen.


  They wanted to see if they could make it through to Santa Clarita, at least as far as Sparky’s friend in Castaic. If they could, from that point on they knew they’d be away from the worst of the threat from the south. Yes, people would begin streaming north, homeless refugees with nothing left to lose, but staying in the LA area was not an option.


  Not with the valuable passengers and cargo they were carrying.


  At least the quake damage wasn’t as bad in this part of the valley as it had been to the south. But the power looked like it was out all over, based on the dark traffic signals and lack of streetlights.


  Chances are, it wouldn’t be coming back online anytime soon. The occasional light they saw creeping out through a window here and there had to be either battery backups, lanterns, candles, or gennys.


  And if the power was out, the water would soon be out soon in most areas, where it wasn’t already. The pumping stations usually only had reserve power for a couple of days. The de-sal plants the county had built likely had been damaged by the quake and resulting tsunami. If undamaged, they also faced the same problem of needing power to function. The hottest days of summer were fast approaching, without a drop of rain in sight.


  LA, as a region, wasn’t equipped for residents to live off-the-grid and sustain life. Especially with a population of several million people. Yes, over the years growth had stalled and the numbers dropped due to the influenza pandemics, and most recently the anthrax attacks, but the resources simply weren’t there.


  Lima had picked up classified update feeds from the sat-link, courtesy of Bubba, and reported that the estimated death toll was now around the two million mark, but no one could confirm that number. And it wasn’t known how many of those deaths were due to Kite or Kiter attacks. To the south, Orange County had enlisted the National Guard to forcibly patrol their borders and prevent people from entering until they’d been checked for Kite.


  There were reports of the troops shooting anyone who refused to comply, and large burn piles of bodies. Aerial video of the central part of the county made even Omega’s battle-hardened heart cringe. He was glad he no longer had any relatives living in the region, not that he’d be able to help them if he did. Only someone with a death wish would venture into that war zone.


  He didn’t know how the state and federal governments planned to ever reconstruct the region, but if Kite had taken root as deeply as was being reported, he suspected they might be better off waiting six months for everyone to die off before bulldozing the entire metro area to the ground and starting over.


  The American public wasn’t used to widespread disasters, natural or manmade, that they couldn’t go in and fix.


  This wasn’t fixable.


  This wasn’t rebuildable.


  This wasn’t salvageable in any way, shape, or form.


  At least unlike North Korea there was a chance for someone to go in at some future time and try to rebuild. There wasn’t any radioactivity to worry about.


  But the area was just as dead. And for now, due to Kite, just as hot.


  


  * * * *


  


  Echo didn’t like anything about being in the LA area. Not one damn thing.


  The sooner they got their asses out of there, the happier he’d be. Yes, he knew it might be little more than just superstition on his part, but he’d endured a bad feeling deep in his gut ever since their arrival in the city a couple of weeks ago, and it only grew worse with each hour that passed.


  As the sun rose and daylight slowly started chasing the worst of the shadows away, he only grew more creeped out by their surroundings.


  The LA area, even in residential zones, was usually a bustling metropolis.


  Not anymore.


  It spooked him right the fark out.


  They avoided the 210. It was damaged in some places, and the last thing they wanted to do was possibly get stuck in traffic and unable to move. It was eerie how many cars were parked along the sides of streets and in driveways in the residential areas. Some of them looked like they hadn’t been driven in months, maybe years. Flat tires were common, as if they’d dry-rotted. Most of them bore thick coatings of dust and ash that hadn’t been washed off since the last rains a few months earlier.


  In years past, many of the neighborhoods they crept through likely had been upper middle class. But not now. Most of the yards were dirt, and anything growing in them were weeds or small, well-fenced home food gardens. The people who had money no longer lived in Los Angeles, because they could afford longer commutes into and out of the city.


  And those rich folks were now likely holed up in well-protected, high-walled compounds far from the chaos in the valley.


  “I don’t have the words to describe how creepy this feels,” he muttered from the backseat just loudly enough that Omega and Sparky could hear him.


  “Ditto,” Sparky said. “You think it’s creepy? I know what it’s like during the best of times. This is farking weird.”


  “You think they all evacuated?” Omega asked.


  “I don’t know. Maybe. Doesn’t look like there was a lot of looting in this area like we saw over in parts of Glendale.”


  “Yet,” Echo said.


  Sparky nodded in agreement. “It’s only a matter of time. Whoever the quake and Kite didn’t kill, they’ll be looking for supplies. If they didn’t evac with the National Guard.”


  “Why do I have a bad feeling about that, too?” Echo posed, more rhetorical than anything.


  Sparky chose to answer. “Because whatever the PTB have planned isn’t going to end well for anyone who went to Barstow. I know I’ve been out of the loop for a little while, but none of our disaster plans ever included that contingency.”


  The Powers That Be, in this case, seemed nothing more than vague, gauzy phantoms. No one appeared to be in charge, not local authorities, not the military, not even the Red Cross, despite the National Guard and media spreading the word about the evacuations.


  Whatever would happen to those refugees who ended up in Barstow remained to be seen.


  But Echo couldn’t imagine anything good happening to them.


  “How long you think until we reach Santa Clarita?” Echo asked Sparky.


  “At this pace, before lunch. I’d like to see if we can make it all the way up to Castaic, though. If the road’s clear that far, likely we’ll be okay. And we’ll know we have a safe waypoint.”


  “If your friend’s even there,” Omega said.


  “If he’s not, we’ll still be able to stop there. He’s got a great setup. Also, he’s less than a hundred yards from the edge of the lake. Has this ingenious backup pump system. He can run this hose down to the lake and fill a thousand-gallon tank he’s got buried underground with it. Gravity feed system into the house from there. One switch valve takes him from county water to his own system.”


  “How’d he do that?” Echo asked.


  “Me and some friends helped him. We worked with him for years. He retired before we did.” He looked over the back of the seat at Echo. “If there’s one thing firemen know, it’s plumbing and water supplies.”


  Chapter Seven


  


  Smoky grey light was trying to creep over the mountains to the east as Gia and Corporal Nick Edison, and four of his larger, beefier guys following in another marked SUV headed out into the eerily still morning.


  All the traffic lights were out, as were the streetlights, but that was okay.


  There wasn’t any traffic.


  Plenty of parked cars, sure, but other than glimpsing one of her patrol deputies in the distance, no civvie vehicles.


  No county busses, either.


  It creeped her out.


  “It always this quiet?” Nick asked.


  “Nope.” She wheeled her marked SUV unit through the city streets toward Saugus, where the county DOT facility was located. “You know what worries me?”


  “What?”


  “That it won’t be this quiet for very much longer.”


  As she’d guessed, the DOT work yard was empty and unguarded. When they pulled up to the chained fence, she threw the SUV into park.


  “How you going to get in there?” Nick asked.


  “I have ways.”


  “Going to ram it?”


  “Nope.” She got out, walked around to the back, opened the tailgate and grabbed something, then returned to the driver’s side door and held them up. “Bolt cutters.”


  After cutting the lock off, she pushed the gate open and drove all the way in to the main door, the other SUV following. There, she shut off the SUV and got out. The facility’s front door was locked, of course.


  As she walked around to the back of the SUV again, Nick grabbed the bolt cutters from where she’d left them laying between the front seats. “Don’t you need these?”


  She smiled. “Nope.” She pulled a battering ram out of the back. “Just this.”


  Walking to the front door, she took one test swing before she stepped up to the door and then swung again, nailing the knob and deadbolt. The cheap metal door caved but didn’t break free immediately. It took two more impacts for it to finally give way.


  “You won’t get in trouble for this?” one of the other guys asked.


  She dropped the ram and pulled the door open. “Seriously?” She glanced over her shoulder at him. “If you haven’t noticed, we are the trouble.”


  They needed the battering ram one more time inside, and the bolt cutters, to get through the door and locked chain link cage where the explosives were stored.


  “So? Is this what you need?” she asked Nick.


  He looked through the cabinets and cases. “Yeah. It’s a little older than the stuff I’m used to working with, but I can use it.”


  “You think we have enough here?”


  He snorted. “Seriously?” His face fell. “Um, I mean, yes, ma’am. We can take down half the side of a mountain with this.”


  “Just the 5 overpass.”


  “Yeah. I mean, yes, ma’am.”


  “Deputy Edison,” she said, “don’t worry about the formalities. In a couple of days, hopefully you and your guys will be safe back in Redding.”


  “I hope you’re right.”


  


  * * * *


  


  There were several DOT vehicles also parked in the yard, including a couple of large trucks, and a front loader on a trailer. They found keys for them in a lock box in the yard manager’s office.


  Gia got the other four guys busy loading them with barricades and traffic barrels. They’d need them for blocking the road.


  Which she wanted to do as soon as possible. They also had programmable traffic signs that ran on solar with diesel backup. She pointed them out. “Figure out how to program those. I want them to say 5 and 14 northbound are closed, that the roads are out, no northern access.”


  One of the soldiers walked over to the closer sign and fingered the padlocked access panel. “I think we’ll need the bolt cutters again.”


  “Look through the keys in that lock box in the office first,” she suggested. “I would like to lock these back up after you program them. Keep anyone from fucking with them too much.”


  Meanwhile, Gia and Nick started loading everything he’d need to blow the 5 into a DOT van.


  “You want to take all of it?” he asked.


  “Yep. Anything worth doing is worth overdoing,” she said. “I want to send a discouraging message to anyone who wants to try to make their way to Santa Clarita. I know we won’t stop everyone. I want to divert the majority of them.”


  Her plan was to hopefully blow the road in two places, both at the Y where 5 and 14 split, and just south of there, where the 210 dumped into them. And she wanted to do it as quickly as possible, before traffic got too heavy and her minuscule force would be overwhelmed trying to shut things down.


  By the time they were loaded a little before eight, Gia had gotten on the radio and ordered ten more patrol units down to the junction to help the deputies already there divert traffic before it could build. She sent the four weekend warriors—who were now driving DOT vehicles towing the programmable signs, the front loader, and another loaded trailer—down to barricade the road.


  With Nick Edison following her and driving the van full of explosives, she headed back toward the station. He would need more guys to help him set up the explosives, and they’d definitely need the help with crowd control. Fortunately, all the Guardsmen had been sent with full arms and plenty of ammunition if they needed to do extreme crowd control.


  She hoped it wouldn’t come to that, but she wouldn’t discount it as a last resort if things got ugly.


  The officers on the scene at the junction had relayed that traffic was still light, making Gia breathe a sigh of relief.


  “Get it buttoned up tight,” she told the deputy who’d reported in. “You’ve got additional resources on the way.”


  “What about secondary roads?”


  “Can’t worry about those right now. I want to close down the fire hydrant flooding us before I worry about the sprinklers.”


  “Roger, Chief.”


  She hung up the mic in her vehicle, another shiver running through her. She’d never had aspirations to be “in charge.” Accept additional responsibilities as part of her job in the normal course of her duties?


  Sure, no problem.


  Be the head honcho?


  Hadn’t blipped her radar. She just wanted pay, health bennies, and a guaranteed pension.


  Now the irony was she’d advanced to the head of the organizational food chain, and was guaranteed none of those things.


  Before they reached the station, she tried Dave’s cell again. She knew she didn’t need to, but it didn’t hurt. When a terrified-sounding woman answered, it startled Gia.


  “Hello?”


  “Who is this?” Gia asked.


  “Linda.”


  Oh, yeah. The girlfriend. “Is Dave there? This is Gia. His ex-wife.”


  “We’re at the garage. He’s working on a bus with another guy, trying to get it running. There’s a bunch of us here, families, waiting. It’s the only one left and it’s broke down.”


  Shit.


  Gia waited for the station’s automatic outer gate to roll open and admit her and Nick. “You guys aren’t out of the city yet?”


  “We’re trying. As soon as they get it running, we’re all going to leave together.” The poor woman sounded terrified. The cop in Gia felt sorry for her while the wounded ex-wife tried not to gloat.


  “How bad is it where you are?” She drove through and waited for the next gate that would lead them to the safety of the enclosed garage.


  “It’s…” She sobbed. “I saw a woman get eaten yesterday! What the hell is wrong with people?”


  Gia impatiently waited for the gate to open in front of them. “Look, stay away from others. When you guys get on the bus, tell Dave to floor it and do not stop for anyone, understand? Keep moving. And head south or west.”


  “We’re going to Barstow. They’re telling everyone to go to Barstow. We heard they’re using the railroad to send people to safety.”


  “No. Head south. Go to San Diego. Or head out to Oxnard and north, but do not under any circumstances go to Barstow!”


  “Wait,” she sniffled, “tell Dave.”


  There was a moment of silence before her ex came on the line. “Hello?”


  She girded her stomach and plunged in. “Dave, it’s Gia. Look—”


  “I don’t have time for you right now. We’ve got a problem.”


  “I know, she told me. Don’t go to Barstow.”


  “Why not?”


  “Just…don’t. It’s going to get really bad.”


  He snorted. “It’s already really fucking bad.”


  “Seriously, go south or west, but whatever you do, do not go east.”


  “Look, I think the National Guard knows what the fuck they’re talking about. We got families, women, children we have to take care of. South is a fucking war zone.”


  She couldn’t believe she’d ever loved him, or thought he loved her. “Dave, I’m telling you, Barstow is the worst place to go. The road to Santa Clarita is closed. Well, will be closed. If you can’t go south, head toward the coast, then, and go north from Ventura. Please, don’t take them to Barstow.”


  “They got a tent city set up and everything for people to wait until they’re sent out by rail. It’s supposed to be safe. Why else would they be sending people there?”


  “It won’t be safe for long, they’re—”


  “I don’t have time for this. I gotta go. Have a good life, Gia.”


  The line went dead.


  She stared at the phone before dropping it into the passenger seat.


  Alrighty, then.


  She couldn’t say she didn’t try. If there was one unfortunate truth she’d learned from her years in law enforcement, it was that you couldn’t save everyone, and you shouldn’t waste you resources trying to save the stubborn few who refused to listen to reason and common sense. You had to save the many, as best you could.


  And that was what she’d try her damnedest to do now.


  Chapter Eight


  


  After they got the van full of explosives safely secured inside the garage, Gia let Nick Edison gather the remainder of his troops and give them the update on the plans to blow the freeway. Meanwhile, Gia needed to log back into the system and see if there were any updates about the situation in the valley basin.


  Nothing, other than individual stations reporting in. Two more had come back online, but it looked like, based on their local situations, that it would only be temporary. They were directing all survivors to evacuate the city and head toward Barstow, as per the National Guard’s orders.


  Gia minimized that screen and pulled up the county’s emergency management handbook for their station, tailored to their needs, as well as listing large-scale incident contingencies.


  After a few minutes of searching, her memory had been proven correct. Nowhere in the plans did she find any mention of large-scale evacs to Barstow. Even when the earthquake that had dropped part of the coastline into the Pacific Ocean hit a few decades earlier, the county had instructed people to shelter in place if safe to do so, and evacuated others to Red Cross shelters set up farther inland, like in Yorba Linda and Ontario.


  But Barstow?


  There weren’t enough services there to support that kind of population. Even at its largest, it never grew past fifty thousand residents, that Gia was aware of, before the various pandemics hit. Its claim to fame was as a rail yard for the valley area. There were maybe three thousand residents now, tops.


  After checking in with her deputies that the highway closure was in effect and seemed to be working, she ordered some of the National Guard guys back to the DOT work yard to load another flatbed trailer there with concrete barriers, and any other barricades, barrels, and other traffic-diversion devices they could grab. Then they were to return to the check point and use them to reinforce the traffic blockade before checking in with the station to get their next orders.


  While they were off doing that, Gia quickly drove over to the medical center and was able to get right in to see the harried chief of staff. After telling him the facts of life and suggesting he evacuate everyone ASAP, she returned to the station just in time to see one of her deputies dragging a drunk guy out of the back of his patrol car.


  When the moaning guy hit the pavement like a downer cow, his hands cuffed behind his back, Gia walked over to help. “Why are we arresting a drunk?”


  The deputy straightened, and she spotted the sweat pouring down his face. “Because he was standing outside his ex-wife’s house with a gun in one hand and a beer in the other and swearing he was going to fucking kill her. I tasered his ass. Like to never got him in the fucking car.”


  “Ah.” She nudged the guy with her foot. “I’m guessing the ex-wife had something to say to the contrary about his plans.”


  “Yeah. She’s in the process of packing up herself, her kids, and her parents, and heading to a relative’s house in Bakersfield. She said they’d be gone by this afternoon. So I told her we’ll keep him locked up until four. If she’s not gone by then, that’s her problem.”


  “He should be sober by then. What’d you do with his gun?”


  “Gave it to his ex-wife. She’s former military. No other weapons on him, just his keys and his wallet.”


  “Good move. Well, grab an arm.”


  Together, the two of them dragged the man into one of the six holding cells, the farthest one down the hall, left him lying facedown on the floor, and uncuffed him.


  “We going to fingerprint him?” the deputy asked.


  “Not on your life.” They walked out and she closed and locked the cell door behind them. “Not even going to take down his name. Far as I’m concerned, he wasn’t here. If he’s not awake and sober by four, we’ll dump him outside the gate in a shady spot and he can keep sleeping it off.”


  “Sounds good to me.” The deputy headed back out on patrol.


  Gia tried calling the mayor’s office, home, cell, and sat-phone numbers, but got no answer. She’d driven by city hall after leaving the hospital, and had found it battened up tight and empty.


  Fuck.


  Even trying to get the city manager and the city’s emergency operations chief on the phone proved useless. Ditto other city officials.


  Must be nice to bail on your constituents.


  Sharon’s daytime counterpart, Louanne, waved Gia over to the main desk when she walked to the lobby to check on things there. “Have you seen this?”


  Louanne pointed to a video playing on her computer. There wasn’t any network logo or other identifying information, just a time and date stamp. It looked like it was shot from a helo, showing thousands of desperate people trying to climb onto a few National Guard trucks. Then the camera panned and in the distance showed a mob heading toward the trucks.


  Only in this mob were people who couldn’t be anything but Kiters, from the way they were attacking people trying to outrun them, and ripping anyone they caught limb from limb. A few National Guardsmen and deputies were trying to shoot them down, but they were also hitting victims, and more Kiters would rush forward and take their places.


  “Where’s that from?” Gia asked, feeling more than a little sick to her stomach.


  “Gardena. Shot late yesterday from a LASD chopper. It was uploaded to the server this morning.”


  “Damn.”


  “Yeah. No offense, Chief? I’m not coming back tomorrow. My husband’s home right now with the kids and getting them and everything else packed up, but we’re pulling out as soon as I get off shift. Sooo…” She shrugged. “Sorry.”


  “No, it’s okay. I get it. The rest of us won’t be too far behind you. Just remember, head north.”


  “No shit.” She smiled. “Been nice working with you, Gia.”


  “Yeah, you, too.”


  


  * * * *


  


  It was a little before eleven in the morning. Gia prepared to rally her group of guardsmen to go blow the 5 when she received a call on the radio from one of her deputies still guarding the highway.


  “Chief, we got a problem. A couple of pickup trucks full of troublemakers headed north on The Old Road. They turned around before they got to us and detoured off the 210 onto land roads. We weren’t about to try to go stop them. They outnumbered us. Maybe twenty of them.”


  Dammit. “Okay, I’ll get people looking for them. Make an announcement, a BOLO, about what they were driving and how many, all that. We’ll see if we can stop their asses before they get too far into town.”


  Ordering the two ROTC kids to remain at the garage to stand armed guard over the van full of explosives, Gia led the way in her marked SUV, with two National Guard trucks following her. She also had Nick and a couple of the guardsmen driving marked patrol cars.


  One of her other deputies reported in. “I’m heading south on Sierra. No sign of them heading my way.”


  “Someone head south on the 5, make sure they didn’t break through the fence somewhere and go that way.”


  Another officer responded. “Roger. Unit 29 on it.”


  “Thanks.”


  Adrenaline pumping, she floored it, blowing through dark traffic signals with her lights flashing and siren wailing despite the lack of traffic on the streets of Santa Clarita. Another thought hit her that she should have Nick Edison save enough explosives to blow the 5 overpass that crossed The Old Road. Anyone coming north on The Old Road would be SOL at that point.


  Couldn’t hurt.


  Anything that slowed down people moving into Santa Clarita was a good thing in her book. But right now, she had to focus on the trouble in front of her. If this was the start of their crisis, she had news for the assholes.


  She would be putting a damn stop to it right there.


  Chapter Nine


  


  The two vehicles made it through Sylmar a little after eleven. Omega wished his unease would let up, since they’d had no troubling incidents during their recon mission so far.


  Hell, they’d barely seen anyone on the land roads.


  “Looks like they’ve closed the 5 north,” Sparky said as he peered through binoculars at a computerized road sign up on the 5. “Routing traffic from the 210 south on the 5.”


  “I wonder if that’s because the road is damaged,” Omega said.


  Sparky snorted. “Not likely. We haven’t seen any overpass damage this far north. It would be weird. My bet is either the city or the military closed it to keep people from stampeding through Santa Clarita.”


  “Which way?” Omega asked him.


  “We’re going to take The Old Road,” Sparky said. “5 parallels it.”


  They made quick time up the road, although Omega didn’t like being enclosed by hills on either side. It made him feel even more vulnerable.


  “Keep an eye out,” he warned Echo. “Stay frosty.”


  “Roger roger,” his partner said.


  “I don’t know about you boys,” Sparky said, “but I’m sitting on a pucker factor of about fifteen on a scale of one to ten.”


  Omega laughed, but only because his own pucker factor was quickly maxing out the charts, too.


  When they reached a split in the road, Sparky had him follow the main road where it curved to the northeast under 5 again. This took them into a residential neighborhood.


  “You sure this is the right way?” Echo asked from the backseat.


  “Yeah, hang a left here.”


  Now they were heading north and skirting a couple of neighborhoods. That’s when they came up on a makeshift roadblock, a couple of cars pushed across the road.


  “Back up, now!” Echo said, repeating it through the radio to the other car.


  “Not blind,” Omega shot back, already braking hard and whipping the wheel around. “Give me a plan, Sparky.”


  “Back the way we came,” he said, looking around. “I don’t see anyone around. They might have just been trying to keep people out.”


  “Can see enough,” Omega said. “And not liking what I’m seeing.”


  “Turn here,” Sparky said as they backtracked. “We’ll cut through this way.”


  Omega ignored his racing pulse as he made the turn and followed Sparky’s directions through the neighborhood. He didn’t know if this was better or worse than their drive into the area. Thick stands of old shade trees created deeper pockets of darkness in the murky gloom as they sped past houses and driveways.


  “I don’t like this,” Echo said. “Don’t like it one damn bit.”


  “Neither do I,” Sparky said “but we’re not far from getting out of this area and back to a main road.”


  Over the radio, Kilo said, “Bogeys on our tail. Let’s light some fires, gents. I doubt anyone’s handing out speeding tickets today.”


  “Shit,” Omega muttered. He was already pushing the solar hybrid car as fast as he could and didn’t dare switch it over to diesel mode. The fuel was low, and switching modes would likely slow it down even more.


  That’s when they rounded a turn and came upon another couple of trucks blocking the road


  This time, there were people manning the blockade.


  “Shit,” Echo said.


  He glanced in the mirror and saw armed men emerging from hiding spots, approaching them from behind and the sides. “Lock and load, gentlemen,” Omega said as he slid the car to a stop. “It’s party time.”


  


  * * * *


  


  “This is Gia. Where is everyone? And does anyone see anything?” she asked over the radio. She was done with official protocols. If anyone had a problem with that, they could file a complaint on the other side of the apocalypse.


  Various units responded with their location and status, no one yet coming across the two suspect vehicles. She was still heading south on The Old Road, nearly down to the junction at 5 herself, and hadn’t spotted anyone yet.


  If the two trucks full of people were simply passing through, sure she’d let them go on their merry way after turning them around.


  They could go south.


  If they weren’t up to any good, well, there were plenty of Dumpsters in Santa Clarita in which to hid the bodies.


  Not that any of them would ever be emptied again in the near future.


  “I think they’re down near Gavin Canyon south of Lyons,” Unit 18 reported. “I hear gunfire that way.”


  “Well then I’d say that’s a good clue. What’s your twenty?”


  He replied as she got turned around and headed north again, the other vehicles following her. In a few minutes, she cut under 5 and zipped north past the old aquatic center. That place hadn’t actually seen use in over twenty years, the pools long since empty and dry, but preservationists had continually fought to keep the decrepit building standing for historical reasons.


  It was a pain in their ass because they were called out a couple of times a month to run kids out who’d been skateboarding or partying in the old pool shells.


  She slowed as she approached a barricade of two cars across the road. She didn’t want to ram them, but the SUV she drove had more than enough power to push through them. She dropped it into a lower gear and nudged the SUV forward until she felt the thump of contact. Then she surged forward, the two cars easily moving out of her way as she continued.


  Glancing in her rearview mirror, she saw the other vehicles keeping up, following her through the gap she’d made.


  She rolled down her window and heard the gunfire coming from the neighborhood to their east. Circling around, she found a way into it from the north, unbuckling her seat belt even before she rounded a corner and saw the firefight.


  Adrenaline spiked in her system, her vision sharpening to a fine, tight focus as time slowed. Two old pickup trucks had blocked the street, and three guys in one car were pinned down and fighting back. Nearly a block away, another car with two guys looked like they were firing on the people from the trucks, too, laying down cover fire for the three guys in the lead car.


  She didn’t like being a person of quick judgment, especially knowing she could be wrong, but based on the looks of the five men pinned down, and the ragged ones firing upon them from behind the pickup trucks and other hiding places, she made her call.


  She got on the radio to her people. “Shut down the gunfire, ASAP. I think the two cars are the victims here, but take no chances. Someone get over on the other side of this mess.” Three patrol offers peeled out, heading around. The remaining vehicles and personnel fanned out behind her and around the scene. She switched her radio to PA mode. “This is the Los Angeles Sheriff’s Department. Cease fire immediately and drop your weapons. We will shoot to kill if you fail to comply.”


  When one of the guys from the pickup trucks turned her way and fired, one of her deputies took him out, dropping him like a sack of wet cement.


  Now some of the people from the trucks, maybe twenty in all, from her guess, started turning to fire on them while the people in the cars focused their fire on the people from the trucks.


  Then one of the UNSUBS from the trucks shot and killed the older man from the pinned down car. One of his two buddies, a large black man, turned and immediately took out the assailant. Then it looked like he got on the radio and said something to the other car. She watched as one of the men seemed to be arguing with him for a moment before those two men jumped in and beat feet.


  She unlocked her assault rifle from where it stayed clamped to the dash on the center console and eased her door open. Grabbing her radio, she called out to her people. “Try not to shoot the two guys in the car, if you can. If they aim toward you, yes, but let’s see if we can take them without killing them.”


  The other guy from the car, a white guy, was a little shorter than the black guy and athletically muscled. But from their stance and bearing, their very auras screamed military.


  Unlike the disorganized, murderous gunmen from the pickup trucks, who were now firing on her and her people. Then the shorter guy from the car reached into the vehicle, retrieved something, and lobbed it toward one of the pickup trucks.


  Several of the gunmen scattered but not quickly enough to escape the explosion.


  Fuck! Okay, grenades definitely meant military. That the man had lobbed it toward one of the trucks, which was actually farther away than some of her people, told Gia they were on her side.


  They’d still get their asses hauled out of there in cuffs, just to be safe.


  Several of the gunmen from the pickups decided maybe they should surrender and tossed their guns down. Some didn’t, and continued firing on her and her people, even after shooting some of their own who’d surrendered.


  Nick Edison edged up next to her. “What do we do now?”


  She grabbed her mic again and switched the radio to PA mode. “Last chance. Surrender now.”


  One of the gunmen charged at them, getting off a couple of shots from a handgun as he did. She ducked behind the safety of the SUV’s armor-plated door, but Nick didn’t. The kid caught one in the head and went down.


  She turned and fired, dumping at least six shots into the guy, who collapsed. She noticed the two men in the car had ducked down behind it and were watching, but no longer firing.


  Some of the gunmen were stupid enough to keep firing at them. Ten minutes later, the remaining gunmen were either dead or out of ammo, only five total left alive. They surrendered, following orders to lie facedown, hands behind their heads, as her people swooped in to arrest them.


  The two men at the car also laid down on the pavement, hands laced behind their heads.


  Kneeling, she took Nick’s pulse, even though from his injuries she knew he was dead.


  Slinging the assault rifle’s lanyard over her other shoulder, she drew her service sidearm and walked out and over to the five men now lying on the ground, her people all standing there with weapons drawn.


  She nudged the shoulder of first one with the toe of her tactical boot. “What the hell were you assholes doing?”


  “Hey, LA is gone, lady. We just wanted to get out and get what we could. Hole up somewhere.”


  “How many people you kill and rob to get here?”


  He didn’t answer.


  “How many?”


  “You haven’t read me my rights. I want a lawyer. I don’t have to tell you shi—”


  She put a single bullet through the back of his head and moved to the next gunman. “Okay, asshole, your turn. How many people you kill and rob to get here?”


  “Hey, we weren’t the only ones doing that shit, okay? Survival of the fit—”


  She put a bullet into his brain and moved to the third guy, who now cringed. “How many?”


  “I only killed one guy who was coming after me. He was a Kiter, I swear. I didn’t kill anybody else. Some of the others did but I didn’t.”


  “You rob people?”


  “Yeah, but only food. I didn’t shoot nobody innocent, okay?”


  “What do you do for a living?”


  “Maintenance at the Taimu plant until it closed. Been unemployed since then. Odd jobs here and there.”


  “Family?”


  “No.”


  “You guys robbing the people in this neighborhood?”


  “We hit several empty houses already, yeah, but we hadn’t hit any with people in them. We were trying for the ones people already left. We wanted a place to hide for now. Looking for supplies, or anyone with electricity and water.”


  She indicated for one of her guys to cuff him and stick him to check for Kite. Then she moved to contestant number four. “How many you kill? Keep in mind your friend there will be asked if you’re lying or not.”


  He hesitated just a second before answering. “I think four,” he said. “I don’t know. I wasn’t going to, but then those other assholes started and I got sucked in. A couple of Kiters, too.”


  “What’d you do for a living?”


  “Same as him. Taimu plant. I been working with a roofing crew past couple of weeks. Then the quake hit.”


  “How you two assholes know each other besides the Taimu plant?”


  “We stayed at the same flophouse. Quake flattened it.”


  “How many of the others were from there?”


  “I think four or five that you killed already.”


  “And the rest of you? How’d your merry band of fuckheads gather together?”


  “Some of us knew each other from work. Two of the guys were cousins or something. We sort of collected people. We had two other vehicles but they both died so we stole one of the trucks.”


  “Who was the leader?”


  “Al. He’s the first one you shot. He had the other truck already.”


  “None of you jokers have family? Women? Children?”


  “I don’t know if some of the guys did. I didn’t. I’m divorced. No kids.”


  She motioned for him to be cuffed and tested and moved on to the last one. He apparently was a fast learner. “I only killed three people, and not robbing them, I swear. Self-defense. It was before I was with these guys. I think they were Kiters, the way they were acting. They were all together and I was outnumbered. I even fired a warning shot and they kept coming. I was in the Army until a year ago. I’ve been going to the community college.”


  “So why’d you join these assholes then?”


  “My roommate was friends with one of them. I didn’t have anyone else.”


  She motioned for them to cuff and test him, too.


  Then she walked over to the remaining two men from the car. Four of her guys stood over them, weapons trained on them. “I’m no idiot,” she said. “You guys obviously weren’t with them. What’s your story?”


  The black guy spoke first. “We’re not criminals. We were coming through and they jumped us. Killed our friend.”


  “Yeah, I got that part.” She walked over to the car and leaned in, looking. Then she returned to them. “Where’d you get military grade armaments?”


  “We didn’t steal them.”


  “You have a way of answering my questions without answering them, you know that?”


  He didn’t reply.


  “The two who left you behind. You ordered them gone?”


  No response.


  She didn’t know what their deal was, but she was going to find out. “Cuff and stick them. Bring their shit. Put them in a separate vehicle from the other three.”


  One of her deputies walked over. “Gia, what are we supposed to do with any of them?” He waved toward the bodies of the thugs from the pickup trucks. “And how do we deal with the prisoners?”


  She motioned for him to walk with her back to her vehicle, where several of the National Guard kids were gathered around their fallen leader. She knelt next to Nick’s body and chewed on the inside of her cheek for a moment to maintain her composure. There’d be plenty of time for crying later. She barely knew the kid, but now her plan to blow the 5 was farked.


  “We scan prints at the station. If the three from the trucks come back with records, we take them, one at a time, and po-clo them out behind the station so the others can’t hear.”


  “If they’re clean?”


  She shrugged. “We transport them in the back of a squad car south to the juncture and let them take their chances hitchhiking. Without their weapons, of course.”


  “What about the other two? They had fucking grenades!”


  “I don’t know yet. I suspect their situation is complicated.” She reached down and detached one of the dog tags from around Nick’s neck and slipped it into her pocket. “Bring his body back with us. We’ll bury him at the station.”


  “Bury him?”


  Gia met her deputy’s gaze. “He deserves that much. The ground is relatively soft over in the back where they ran that new water pipe system last year. Should be able to dig him at least a shallow grave.”


  “What about the others?”


  She looked around. From one house, she spotted a terrified woman peeking through the curtains. “Bring the body of the guy from the car. As for the others, leave their bodies here. Let the coyotes have them. Search them for weapons and ammo and bring those back to the station for our people. If this area hasn’t been canvassed yet, get a couple of people going door to door and warn residents to leave while they still can. They won’t get another warning to get out.”


  “Anything else?”


  She nodded and finally met his gaze. “Get another six deputies down to the junction. I’ll let you know what to do in the next hour or so. I’ll meet the rest of you guys back there at the station.” She had a thought. “Hold off fingerprinting the other two guys yet. The ones from the car. I’ll deal with them personally. Just let them chill in a holding cell together until I get back. But get the three processed. And have someone monitor the video and audio feeds for the cells. See if any of them say anything. You know what? Put the two in with the drunk.”


  She wanted a chance to talk to the other two men personally. She worried if her deputies dealt with them, the men might clam up.


  Some of her people weren’t former military and didn’t understand. And she was convinced the two were military.


  She damn sure wanted to know what the hell they were doing with grenades. Being an MP, she knew she had an advantage most of her deputies didn’t.


  Fuck, it wasn’t even lunchtime yet and her plan had both flown and fallen on its face. She’d need to check in with the system to see if there were any other updates yet.


  But first, she wanted to stop by her apartment and grab all her shit that she knew she’d need. The situation was unstable and rapidly deteriorating, even faster than she’d thought it would. No telling when they’d be overwhelmed. She’d make use of her time right now.


  Because there was a good chance she might not be able to go home later, if things kept unraveling at the current rate.


  And as young Nick had just taught her, there might not be a later.


  Chapter Ten


  


  The Reverend Hannibal Silo, head of the Church of the Rising Sunset, stared at his image in the mirror as he adjusted his tie.


  Not in bad shape for a man of fifty-nine.


  He didn’t use the private gym at his office as frequently as he should. He’d put on a couple of extra pounds around his middle. But at five ten and one-seventy, he wasn’t exactly obese. Yes, his black hair was going grey, not just at the temples anymore, either. He refused to dye it. That would have been hubris of the worst kind. Women could get away with that shit, but not men. Men just looked like desperate chasers of youth when they did that.


  The past couple of mornings, after stopping by the office for a little while first, his assistant, Jerald, drove him to a private church-run health clinic not far from their building in downtown Albuquerque.


  The Legacy Program would be one of his crowning achievements. Storing enough of his sperm to impregnate thousands of believers meant generations of his progeny would remember his name.


  Take that, Methuselah.


  He smiled at his reflection. He normally didn’t have to masturbate since he used Mary to slake his carnal needs every day. If he was out of town, or if it was late and he didn’t want the night nurse to spot him going into Mary’s room, sure. Just for the sake of masturbation, however, not so much. He had important things to do.


  But the thought of countless women, their bellies fat with his children, was all he needed to prime his pump, so to speak. Every morning, in less than half an hour, he’d been able to make two deposits. Then again in the afternoons after lunch, another two. And still he had enough lead left in his pencil to make sure he could dump a load into Mary every night.


  Not bad at all for a man my age.


  He would continue to do it periodically over the next several weeks and months, each clinic at each church stronghold equipped with the facilities to properly prepare and store the precious samples he was depositing.


  But first… Ah, first he would make sure each of his new brides was pregnant with his child. They rightfully should have first crack at bearing his children, after all. Only then would he open the program to volunteers.


  Just the thought of that was enough to bring his morning chub up to nearly full wood again.


  Down, boy. He’d be making another deposit this morning, and this afternoon. The last two he’d make for a while. He didn’t want to spread himself too thin, too quickly. There would be plenty of time for that later.


  He grinned. He could only imagine what a daily schedule for his life might be in the future. Awaking in whichever church compound he was in and fuck that wife. Breakfast, work, making a sperm deposit for that compound’s Legacy Program, lunch, more work, another deposit, dinner…


  A soft sigh escaped him. Followed by a very gentle discipline session with his young wife, enough to make sure she knew her place, followed by tender lovemaking.


  Those wives would all know his love and affection.


  Unlike the whore he married.


  Just like she would never bear his children, not good enough to carry his seed.


  Maybe I should keep Mary alive for a while. Videotape my new wives all nursing their babies. My babies. Play it for her while I’m fucking her, make her watch.


  The giggle burped free. And now his cock was fully hard, almost painfully so.


  Closing his eyes, he slowly breathed for a few minutes and thought about the video and audio messages he had to film that day, the proper expressions he had to display around Mary’s nurse and the housekeeper, the facade he carefully maintained around everyone else.


  Eventually, the throbbing in his cock subsided as his erection started to wilt.


  He adjusted himself to put his cock back into place, donned his suit jacket, took one last look in the mirror to make sure he was squared away, and headed out to the kitchen. With Los Angeles in ruins, he had quite a few messages he needed to tape and distribute to their usual outlets. This was a prime opportunity he did not want to miss.


  Capitalize on an apocalypse?


  Why, yes, please, and thank you.


  Why wouldn’t he? It was his line of work, after all.


  


  Chapter Eleven


  


  “Now what the fark we do?” Echo muttered. They were sitting, cuffed, in the back of a marked LASD SUV, apparently on their way back to the station.


  “Shut up and let me think.” It was bad enough Sparky got killed while he was their responsibility. Omega had ordered Foxtrot and Kilo back to base when he realized there was no way the numbers would shake in their favor. Better they got away and returned in a few hours with an extraction team.


  Their best shot at survival lay in surrendering for now to the deputy and her National Guard backups, or risk getting executed like the assholes who’d jumped them.


  At least with the deputy, based on what she’d said, they might have a chance to talk their way out of things and be released. She knew they weren’t part of the gang of thugs, but she was either shooting or arresting everyone in an attempt to stop the mob violence.


  Brilliant strategy, quite frankly. With the area under martial law, she wouldn’t have to worry about paperwork later. He wondered if she was former military. He doubted a civvie would resort to that brutally efficient strategy.


  Despite their situation, he felt more than a little respect for her. She couldn’t be any taller than five three, if that. He suspected her bulky torso was due to a bulletproof vest worn under her shirt. Despite her stature, she obviously had a firm command of the people serving under her.


  Focus.


  This was not the time to get distracted and let his thoughts drift. All their shit was in one of the other vehicles they were currently caravanning with. They couldn’t get out of there without their weapons, at least.


  And he hoped they could be released without being fingerprinted. Yes, they’d taken out the other mole under General Arliss.


  The mole they knew about.


  Who knew how many other moles might be out there in the military? Maybe even in Arliss’ food chain. And if their fingerprints were run and someone outside of Gen. Arliss’ sphere of influence was looking for them, too, it could bring a whole ’nother level of hell raining down upon them.


  There were two male deputies in the front. The one driving said, “I hope this doesn’t take long. I want to get home, pack, and leave tonight. I like Gia, but fuck this noise. That Guard kid we lost was the last chance we had for blowing that road and keeping what’s left of LA out of our backyards.”


  Omega glanced at Echo and registered his partner’s sudden interest in the deputies’ conversation, too.


  “We can’t just abandon her,” the other deputy said.


  “You know anything about laying explosives?”


  “Well, no, but—”


  “She said it herself she knew we only had a couple of days at the most. And that was with blowing the road. I’m married. You’re single. You stay if you want to, but I’m heading out.”


  “You gotta at least tell her.”


  “I will. I’ll be honest with her. But this is my last shift.”


  Yes, the basin was farked. Everyone knew it. Because public transportation wasn’t running, and a lot of people didn’t have vehicles, it had kept the larger evacuation flowing east and north, the direction the National Guard and other authorities had wanted it. Only people already living in the northern part of the basin seemed to be heading north, or west.


  They’d seen very little traffic heading from their current hideout in Altadena to Santa Clarita. What they had seen were vehicles filled to overflowing with people and possessions as residents left with whatever they could carry.


  But blowing the 5 south of the split, yeah, that would keep people from streaming through Santa Clarita. Especially if you gave them the easier option of taking the road south to 118 and going west from there.


  She’s fucking brilliant.


  At the very least, before they got out of there, he wanted to know her name and shake her hand. She’d damn sure earned his respect. Ruthless efficiency he admired.


  Santa Clarita looked relatively untouched by the quake. Its inherent devastation lay in economic and medical and other environmental disasters over the past hundred years. Once a thriving bedroom community to Los Angeles, the city was a hodgepodge of burned-out homes as a result of past wildfires, newer apartment complexes built squarely on top of the remains of single-family neighborhoods, and graffiti-riddled retaining walls marked by gangs both new and so old they likely didn’t even exist any longer amongst the grandchildren of the original members.


  It depressed the hell out of Omega. He had been through here years ago, but he didn’t remember it looking quite this run-down.


  When they finally arrived at the sheriff’s station, the SUV was driven straight into a garage, bypassing their normal intake parking bay if the signs were to be believed.


  An SUV with the other three prisoners also drove into the garage, followed by several other vehicles, including a National Guard truck.


  “Fuck,” Echo whispered, nodding to where two other guardsmen were guarding a DOT van. “I thought the others were young, but they’re farking kids.”


  “So were we when we joined.”


  “Yeah…but they’re kids.”


  Omega didn’t bother replying. He didn’t have a good reply anyway. Yes, they were kids. Kids who, if they survived this mess, likely would be shipped out somewhere they’d get their asses shot at. If they were tough enough, and more than lucky enough, they might make it back home in one piece.


  When the deputies opened the back doors, Omega and Echo didn’t resist, letting the men guide them toward another door.


  Behind them, Omega heard the woman’s voice as she called out orders, presumably to the National Guardsmen.


  “Hey,” Omega said to the deputy taking him, “can we talk to her again for a minute?”


  “You’ll get a chance in a few. She’s got shit to do. You can sit in a holding cell and wait on her.”


  They put them in a separate holding cell from the other three men.


  There was a guy in their cell who was, from the smell of him, drunk off his ass, asleep, and snoring facedown on the floor.


  “I can’t believe they’re sticking drunks in here,” Echo said.


  Omega sat on one of the metal benches welded to the wall. “I’m sure there’s more to the story than that.” He crossed his arms over his chest.


  “Dude, how can you be so calm?”


  “Is being freaked out working for you?” He’d never ask for another partner, but Echo did sometimes have a flair for the melodramatic. It was what made him a good mimic. His knack for disguises and imitating people had served them well in dozens of operations. “We’re safe for right now, and despite our considerable skills, we’re not busting out of here without risking getting shot. Like Mark.”


  At the mention of Sparky’s real name, Echo jammed his hands into his pockets, one foot toeing at the floor. “Right,” he mumbled.


  Sparky weighed heavily on Omega’s mind. Yes, the older man wanted to come along, but he shouldn’t have died like that.


  They were smart not to put him and Echo in the same cell with those other assholes.


  The three would not have walked out alive, and that might have changed the female deputy’s mind about the two of them.


  Echo sank to the bench, next to Omega. “So we just wait, bro?”


  Omega nodded. “We just wait, bro. It’s all we can do.”


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Gia held her breath as she unlocked her apartment door and opened it. Fortunately, the smell inside wasn’t as bad as she’d anticipated.


  Glad I cleaned out the freaking fridge before I left.


  It had been precious time she hadn’t wanted to waste, and what she could she’d taken to the station with her and stashed in the break room fridge there. But things like condiments left behind had turned in the summer heat.


  Don’t suppose it makes any difference now.


  The tiny studio apartment had been all she could afford on her salary and still put enough money away for retirement. On the plus side, it meant she had few possessions to worry about leaving behind. A bed, a table, a chair, a dresser, all second-hand. She walked over to the closet and opened it. Even there she didn’t have a lot to worry about. She still had a few clean uniforms in the closet, but it wasn’t like she’d need them.


  Then again, they might come in handy.


  She pulled her suitcases out from under the bed and started packing all her clothes. The dirty clothes, she tossed into a garbage bag. They had a laundry room at the station she could use. She hadn’t had any time before now to wash her uniforms, but she’d make time today.


  Tomorrow, if not that very night, she knew there’d be a massive tipping point of deputies opting out of their duties. Especially if they had families.


  She didn’t blame them. If her parents were still alive, she might feel the same way.


  Fortunately, her mom had died five years ago from the flu, and her dad seven years ago from a heart attack. She didn’t have to worry about them and could focus fully on herself now.


  Well, and Sharon.


  Gia wouldn’t leave her friend alone, if the woman wanted to come with her.


  As she was loading everything into the SUV, one of her neighbors opened his front door. The man stepped out, watching her as she made her way back up the steps for the last load.


  “Gia? What’s going on?”


  “Why are you still here?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Pack and get out.” She walked past him toward her own door. “As in today.”


  “Why?”


  She stopped and turned to stare at him. “Seriously?”


  He looked genuinely puzzled. “The earthquake? I mean, I know it’s taking a long time for them to get the power back on, but—”


  “Have you been living under a rock the past week?”


  “I was on the road. I’m a long-haul driver. I just got back in last night from Seattle.”


  She walked back to him. “So you really don’t know what’s going on?”


  “I listen to music when I drive. I don’t listen to news. That depresses the hell out of me.”


  She took a calming breath and let it out before giving him the summation. As she spoke, she watched the dawning horror grow in his widening gaze.


  “Son of a bitch,” he said. “I mean, I heard about the quake and riots, but I didn’t have to go that way so I didn’t pay attention.”


  “How is the way in from Seattle? You take the 5?”


  “Yeah. It was fine all the way in. I dropped the trailer in Bakersfield and was due for three days off before heading out again.”


  “Then I suggest you pack and leave and spend those days off in Bakersfield.” She turned again to head for her door when his sad tone stopped her.


  “Hey, I’ve got a sister in Anaheim. I couldn’t get her on the phone, but I thought maybe that was from the cell towers being down or overloaded or something. She’s married.”


  She paused at her door, not wanting to look back at him, not wanting to see the anguish on his face that was painted in his tone. “I recommend not going to find them. They’re either okay, or evacuated.”


  “They’ve got a kid,” he said.


  Gia took a deep breath and turned. Yep, shoulders slumped, his emotions muddying his face. “You want to help them by making a suicide run into the valley, be my guest,” she told him. “But chances are they’re not going to be there either way. I’m sure when they get somewhere where cell phones work, she’ll try to call you. You want to be helpful right now? Go door to door through the complex, knock, and tell people to evacuate. And tell them to go north.” She entered her apartment and closed the door behind her.


  Part of her wanted to try calling Dave again.


  The rest of her emotions jumped on that feeling and pounded it into bloody, whimpering submission. He’d made it perfectly clear he didn’t need her help.


  Then again, why should he be any different now than when we were married?


  She’d thought she loved Dave, at first. He seemed like a nice guy who wasn’t threatened by her job. He wanted to have kids, but she’d wanted to wait for a while, until she was more settled in her career and her pay had improved. Hell, she was only thirty-six. It wasn’t like she was over the hill.


  The irony didn’t escape her that she’d been ready to have the baby discussion with him, as her five-year was nearing its renewal date, when he’d popped the divorce and girlfriend on her.


  She’d never told him her thoughts on that, either. She refused to give him the satisfaction.


  Refused to let him think it was some desperate ploy for her to try to get him back.


  If he’d been cheating on her, she didn’t want him back.


  She’d had a new five-year implanted the next day, just to make sure, and then moved out.


  Chief Baynes had been the only one she’d told about her divorce, because she knew she’d need to arrange time off for court dates and lawyer visits. She’d rarely talked to her coworkers about her personal life anyway. She never wore a wedding ring, afraid it would get lost or hung up in the line of duty. Dave never wore one, either. He couldn’t as a mechanic. They’d gotten married at the county clerk’s office, so it wasn’t like there was a big ceremony to forget about.


  What’s that say about me, that I was able to so easily step out of that life and into this one?


  That wasn’t something she wanted to contemplate right then. For now, she wanted to finish gathering her things and making sure she didn’t leave anything behind she didn’t want to lose. Family pictures were all on hard drives, three duplicates.


  The only pieces of jewelry she had were her parents’ wedding rings, which she kept on a stainless steel necklace. That she did put on and carefully tucked beneath her undershirt.


  Everything else was just a possession, something easily replaceable at some future point.


  After she was convinced she’d gathered everything she wanted, she locked the door without a look back. No regrets, no second-guessing herself.


  She’d done enough of that during the divorce.


  For now, she needed to look forward and keep her mind on her job, and keeping as many of her people alive as possible.


  Too many potential Nick Edisons out there, and he already weighed heavily on her soul.


  She touched her jeans pocket, feeling the outline of the dog tag there.


  Yes, she’d avenged him, in a way, but to what end? His death meant more would die because she couldn’t permanently shut down the road.


  It was times like that she almost wished she was a religious person. Problem was, she’d seen Hell firsthand too many times, including now.


  And it was here, on this plane. They were sitting right in the middle of it, as a matter of fact. That meant Heaven was here, too.


  Hopefully, she’d survive long enough to find it.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Mary Silo sat in her usual place at the back of the stage with Jerald Arbeid, her husband’s assistant and salaried brown-noser, seated next to her.


  It wasn’t Sunday, but the sanctuary was filled to capacity anyway, standing room only, with an overflow crowd out in the foyer. In the meeting rooms, too, and even outside, people all watching on closed circuit TV if they couldn’t be inside.


  The events in Los Angeles had created an excitement akin to Christmas morning in Reverend Hannibal Silo and Jerald. They talked in rapid, girlish tones when alone in her presence.


  It was all Mary could do not to grin as she sat there on the stage and pretended to listen to her husband’s sermon.


  But that would have been spotted. The drugs Hannibal had fed to her kept her placid, complacent, and emotionally numb. Normally she never grinned.


  Not anymore. So she just couldn’t let him or anyone else see her grin…yet.


  And her grin wouldn’t be over her husband’s performance, but over her own plans.


  She imagined what she’d do once she exposed her husband’s actions to the world and brought down him and his aspirations to ascend to the presidency.


  It’d be an added bonus to get rid of that weasel, Jerald.


  Over the past couple of months, she’d managed to wean herself off all the medications her husband had forced her to take for decades. It’d been difficult to maintain the charade, but every time she’d felt herself falter, her will weaken, she’d remembered the greater purpose and forged on.


  And she now had a secret cell phone he didn’t know about, a burner that had a voice recorder feature.


  She’d been uploading secret audio recordings to a free online storage account she had set up through the phone. No way she could have done it with the computer in the living room at house. She suspected despite her infrequent use of the computer there that Hannibal likely had keystroke logging software installed to track her every move, or to see what anyone else had done on it, such as her nurses.


  No, this was her little secret, her cache of damning evidence only she knew about. She wished she could get video of Hannibal and Jerald talking, but that would be difficult, if not impossible. For starters, he didn’t know she even had the phone. She’d snuck away during a hair appointment when her nurse was buying their lunch and purchased it.


  Fortunately, where they lived they could access a public sat-link signal. And Hannibal had no way of knowing what she was doing.


  It was the most freedom she’d had since college, when Hannibal had snared her.


  No, I let myself get snared.


  In retrospect, she could look back and see her other option would have been to stand up to Hannibal, and take whatever scathing rebuke her parents would have given her for what happened. All the while, pressing charges against Hannibal for having her drugged.


  He’d been there on a charity scholarship. Her parents’ family reputation alone would have gotten police action.


  But no. She’d been stupid and naive and let Hannibal run all over her then, and run her life ever since. She’d been more concerned about her reputation, what people would say about her, what her parents would think, instead of punishing Hannibal for his actions.


  Not anymore.


  Now she would do the running, far and fast away from him. One day, she’d snuck into his room while her nurse was on the phone.


  Of course, he’d had his banking passwords and information written down, as he’d always had, in his desk. He was a pompous idiot who didn’t think anyone would dare try to steal from him.


  And her bedroom and bathroom were the only rooms in the house under video surveillance. Not his.


  She’d used her phone’s camera to snap pictures of the password and account lists. Here and there, she’d checked on the balances via her phone. Yes, she was still listed on all of them, especially the ones where she’d inherited money from her parents upon their deaths.


  It shocked her how much was in them. Far more than she ever imagined.


  She’d give Hannibal that much, he hadn’t splurged their money and put them into debt. He’d turned the church into a profitable venture.


  Even more so now that the world was in crisis like never before. China nuking North Korea had driven a massive flood of fresh sheep into Hannibal’s churches all over the world, and they brought their money with them.


  The good thing was, she could live for a hundred lifetimes, or more, on the money in just one of those accounts.


  All she had to do was rid herself of Hannibal Silo.


  As Hannibal finished his sermon to a rousing standing ovation, Mary remembered to don her placid, doped-up lopsided imitation of a smile and softly clap, the way she always did. Jerald always stood for the ovation, but Mary never did.


  Her husband had paraded her around as his fragile wife. Everyone gave her pitying looks and spoke to her as if she was a total idiot.


  Before, she’d simply let their words wash over her without listening to them, years of practice at smiling and nodding serving her well.


  Now, it was as if rusty barbed wire dragged across her flesh. It took every ounce of will she had not to break out screaming in rage and frustration.


  Can’t you see what a sham he is? Can’t you see what kind of monster you’re wasting your money on?


  Smile and nod, Mary, was what she told herself.


  Later, once she was free, there would be plenty of time to cry and scream. Yes, even swear.


  For now, she had to carefully play her part. Fake her way through life the way Hannibal had been faking his.


  Because if she didn’t, no telling how many innocents would pay. And those were lives she did not want on her conscience.


  


  * * * *


  


  Once Jerald led her backstage following the sermon, he left her at the bathroom door. That was her habit, to use the toilet after the sermon.


  Now, she wanted to do that even more, to prepare the phone and activate the voice recorder function. She was very careful to dump all the recordings once a day to her online storage account. If Hannibal ever caught her with the phone, she didn’t want her only evidence disappearing. And if he did catch her with the phone, and she didn’t have any current recordings on it, she could simply lie and say she’d just found it and had forgotten it was in her pocket. It was a cash burner, no name or information needed.


  She supposed he could track it back to the store next to her hair salon, but if things came to that, she would escape well before he discovered that.


  As long as she kept up her act.


  She was still alone backstage when she emerged from the bathroom a few minutes later. Keeping up her act, she slowly drifted over to the chairs and sat to wait.


  It wouldn’t surprise her if Hannibal had installed a video camera backstage to watch her. Or have someone observe her from some concealed vantage she didn’t know about.


  Nothing surprised her anymore about the man.


  Had he simply stopped at bilking people, she would have let it go. He didn’t force money from people. Well, he did extort some people, but that wasn’t her concern. Parishioners willingly parted with their tithes.


  But the girls.


  When Mary overheard his plans taking shape with Jerald about selecting girls to become his new concubines and bear him children…


  She knew she had to act.


  She wouldn’t allow him to ruin their lives the way he’d ruined hers. And dammit, for better or worse, he was still her husband even if he wasn’t much of one.


  But she wouldn’t let him forget that.


  He’d taken her life from her, her happiness, her dreams of motherhood.


  She would take this dream from him if it was the last thing she did, by God.


  Eventually, Jerald returned to the backstage area. “Oh, sorry. Your husband is out front shaking hands.”


  Of course he is.


  She slowly nodded, the only reply she knew he’d expect from her.


  After a moment of that, he cleared his throat. “Okay. I’ll go ask him what he wants me to do with you.”


  As if I’m an annoying old dog.


  She slowly nodded.


  Well, that night’s recording would be a waste. She didn’t dare take the phone out of her pocket and turn it off for fear of being noticed. One day she’d had a fright when it had started vibrating in her purse after she’d gone into the bathroom following a sermon. It was obviously a wrong number, but fortunately she’d had the ringer turned off or it could have blown her plan.


  After that incident, she took care to make sure she turned the vibrate mode off as well.


  Another few minutes alone, and then Jerald returned. “He said to bring you out front.”


  She took her time, remembering that her drugged-up self didn’t immediately respond to commands. Slowly, she stood and drifted over to Jerald, who turned and led her back out onto the stage and down to a side set of stairs. Up the side aisle, which had cleared out of people, and out to the foyer.


  Oh, yes. There was Hannibal, holding court in the middle of a group of financially well-endowed parishioners, if their designer clothing was any indication.


  Which, in her experience, it usually was. Early on, Hannibal had taken great pains to learn about those kinds of things, about spotting people with money, even if they dressed plainly. There was always some hint about them. Maybe not designer clothes, but sometimes their hair was always perfectly styled, or the wife carried an expensive handbag, or used the finest make-up available. There was always a splurge somewhere.


  And if that didn’t work, there was always Hannibal’s extensive network of informants to tell him.


  Not that he shunned the poor. No, despite his private feelings on the matter, he made a public point of never turning away from someone regardless of what their status in life appeared to be.


  As he had taught her early on, you never knew who was watching.


  And that was one reason people loved him. For all they could see, he seemed to genuinely live the life he preached.


  If only they could see behind closed doors.


  Hannibal looked as if he’d just noticed her standing there. “Ah, there’s my love now. I’m so sorry, dear.” The group parted as he extended his arm toward her.


  After the noticeable delay, she slowly drifted to his side, forcing herself not to recoil in revulsion when he draped his arm around her shoulders. “I’m sorry, but I do need to get my wife home. She insisted on coming with me tonight, not wanting to miss the service, and I just couldn’t refuse her.”


  One of the women smiled up at Hannibal, adoration painted across her flushed cheeks. “You are such a good man, Reverend.”


  “Aw, thank you. But I cannot take the credit. I would not be where I am today if it wasn’t for the unflagging love and support of my Mary.”


  Well, part of that was right. It was her parents’ money early on, and then her father’s encouragement for Hannibal to go into the ministry.


  Mary didn’t reply, the smile feeling like it was etched across her face with acid. After a final round of good-byes, Hannibal guided her out of the foyer and out the front door, where Jerald had left the car. He’d driven them tonight, meaning he and Hannibal would likely be talking on the drive home.


  Perhaps this recording wasn’t a waste after all.


  Hannibal made a big show of helping her into the backseat before taking the front passenger seat. Once they were well away from the church, his facade dissolved.


  “Preliminary totals?” he asked Jerald.


  “Finance said we took in fifteen percent more than at a regular Sunday afternoon service. Still waiting on numbers from the satellite simulcast facilities about viewer numbers, but no reason to believe those statistics wouldn’t carry over. And online tithing totals were up eighteen percent.”


  “Excellent. I think we need to look into adding more services right now.”


  “We can certainly do that, although your travel schedule might make that prohibitive in the near future.”


  “We’ll have the crew travel with me. Film the services at the compounds.”


  “I’m not sure we’ll be able to get the satellite streaming equipment moved that quickly, sir.”


  “Oh, we don’t have to live-stream them. Spread them out a little. And then we can rerun them. Post them online, too.”


  “I’ll make the arrangements.”


  “I couldn’t do this without you, Jerald. You’re invaluable.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  Mary struggled not to throw up in the back of her throat. She knew the signs. She’d seen too many times over the years how Hannibal groomed his assistants, using psychology to keep them in line. Just enough ego-stroking and praise so that when he slapped them down over some failure, real or perceived, they would try that much harder to please him.


  Jerald was merely the latest, albeit the longest-lasting, church lackey in Hannibal’s history. Jerald was also the first personal assistant with whom Hannibal had made his plans. Actually allowed Jerald to take a lead with the dirty tricks.


  Well, most of them.


  Jerald would be disappointed to learn Hannibal always had a backup plan.


  The previous assistants never saw the dirty side of Hannibal. It was something he’d always undertaken in secret, away from the church, with the help of others he had his own leverage against. Even Jerald didn’t know the man as well as he thought he did. There were many others far deeper in the shadows of Hannibal’s underworld than Jerald.


  Like Dr. Isley, her psychiatrist. The man who had, for decades now, been in charge of keeping her drugged to the gills.


  Another man she despised with a passion to the very core of her soul.


  But now, her ears perked up a little. Travel plans? That was news to her, even though she’d suspected there would soon be travel in his future.


  She loved it when Hannibal wasn’t home. It was a blessed respite from his nightly pawings.


  “I take it all the candidates have been notified and will be in attendance at the various strongholds?” Hannibal asked.


  “Yes, sir. I coordinated it personally with the on-site managers at each location. Between twenty and twenty-five per location.”


  “Excellent. I’ve already started memorizing their dossiers.”


  “That was a brilliant idea, sir, to set up those awards last year.”


  “Yes, well, I had no idea it would lead to this particular end. It would seem God’s will has blessed this venture.”


  Mary closed her eyes. It wouldn’t do for Jerald to accidentally catch sight in the rearview mirror of her rolling them. She knew damn well when Hannibal had created this plan he certainly had taken that into account when he’d set up the awards. He just didn’t want Jerald to know that.


  “They have no idea that the selected one from each group will be invited to move into the stronghold with their family,” Jerald said. “But I’m guessing that their love for their family, and their desire to keep them safe, will overcome any resistance they might have to the idea.”


  “That’s the plan, son. And I’m sure there will be more than a little pressure from the families for them to keep me happy.” He chuckled. “They wouldn’t want to lose their secured spot, their guaranteed food and health care.”


  “Genius, sir.”


  “I’m sure it won’t take much to persuade them that I am right. Girls that age are extremely malleable. Especially these girls. They were raised in the church, taught that I am the authority. They’ll see it as an honor, a blessed duty, to go along with it.” Hannibal laughed again. “I’ll bring them up right. Get them pregnant immediately, and keep them that way. Oh, that reminds me. Were the initial samples for the Legacy Program safely transferred to St. Louis?”


  “Yes, sir. The Legacy Program is ready whenever you are.”


  “Excellent.” Another chuckle. “We’ll wait to execute that one. I want all the strongholds up and fully running, with a girl who’s already carrying my child in every one. When we announce the program, that we want to make sure only the right people repopulate the country, I’m sure women will be standing in line to become one of the chosen.”


  “Did you read the edited details I sent you?”


  “Yes, thank you. Between guaranteed quarters while their child or children of my seed is under eighteen, and guaranteed food vouchers, we’ll have more volunteers for the impregnations than we can handle. Plenty of potential candidates to sort through to find the most suitable ones.”


  “I’m sure we will, sir.”


  That was news to Mary. He would spread his seed after willfully and maliciously denying her the one dream she’d had her whole life?


  Like hell he will.


  She seethed, biting her tongue to keep from jumping over the seat and clawing Hannibal’s eyes out right there.


  “And that was a brilliant idea, son,” Hannibal continued. “Requiring the mothers to give their children middle names of Hannibal or Hannah, and then we will simply institute a law that no one can marry or breed with each other if they each have those middle names. Brilliant.”


  “I thought it would be the least intrusive way, sir.”


  “You never cease to amaze me.”


  Neither one of them ceased to amaze Mary anymore. Now she was wishing they kept a gun in the house. Forget ruining Hannibal, she’d kill him in his sleep and then let her defense team play all the audio at her trial. Hell, Isley had done a great job of “diagnosing” her with all sorts of problems. She could use an insanity defense.


  Even if she went to jail, that prison would be a blessed relief and a far more satisfying one compared to the hell she lived in now.


  Reining in her rage as they reached the house, she took a couple of slow, deep breaths. Right now, Hannibal still held all the power and control. To make her move too soon would simply mean he’d stop her and ensure she couldn’t ever defy him again.


  As Jerald pulled the car up in front of their door, Mary’s resolve strengthened like never before. And as Hannibal helped her out of the car, she fought to keep from kicking him in the nuts.


  But when my time comes, Hannibal, you will be begging me for mercy.


  And she would give none.


  Not a single ounce of it.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  I wonder if I’m a sociopath.


  Gia thought this as she drove toward the station.


  Yes, she’d undergone routine, periodic psych evals as part of her job. But shouldn’t killing those thugs have left her with…


  Something? Some crisis of conscience, beyond guilt over Nick’s death?


  Anything?


  She felt nothing over the other men’s deaths. No remorse over the men she’d personally executed.


  Then again, maybe some of what she went through as an MP had already hardened her soul and accomplished that feat long before her almost fifteen years as an LASD deputy.


  When Gia returned to the station, Mike immediately found her. “We have a problem, Chief.”


  Yet another person calling her that when it was the last thing she wanted to be. “What now?”


  “The National Guard kids don’t want to bury their guy here. They want to take him back north.”


  She closed her eyes and counted to three. “Are they aware it’s summer in California? Not like we can stick him in the freezer like a goldfish.”


  “Um, yeah, tried to tell them that.”


  Think, Gia. “Okay, get him in a body bag, at least. And get the other guy into a body bag, too. Then run over to Marlowe’s, near the medical center. Tell them it’s an emergency and you need a transport coffin. Maybe they’ll have one. If not, get something. Take one of the National Guard guys with you, and a truck.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah. Was I not clear?”


  “Um, they’ll want me to pay, don’t you think?”


  “Then sign whatever they put in front of you as a duly sworn representative of the LASD. Just don’t tell them we’re clearing out of town in a day or so.”


  “Oh. Okay. What if there’s no one there?”


  She’d started to turn away. She turned back. “Then break in and take something. And make sure there’s not someone already in it if you do.”


  As he left to do that, she headed for the office again. Her office.


  Well, only for a little longer.


  She finally had to lay the Baynes family picture facedown on the desk. She couldn’t bear to look at it. Baynes was dedicated. He wouldn’t have just up and left his family. If he didn’t make it back, it was because he couldn’t make it back.


  One of her deputies knocked on the open doorway as she prepared to log in to the computer system.


  “Yeah?”


  “Uh, Chief? Just wanted to let you know that two of those three guys have records. No outstanding warrants, though.”


  “For what?”


  “The one just for petty shit. Shoplifting, a public intoxication, and a forgery.”


  “Which one was clean?”


  “The Army guy.”


  “And the other guy?”


  “Misdemeanor sexual battery. Conviction, but he had an arrest for felony sexual assault last year where the charges were dropped because the victim disappeared.”


  Answers that question.


  She sat back in her chair. “Who else is here in the station besides you?”


  “Carlisle and Ambrose are floating around here somewhere.”


  “Okay. Anything on the cell feed from the three of them?”


  “Yeah.” He leaned against the doorway, arms crossed over his chest. “The Army guy stayed out of it. Sat on the far side of the cell despite the other two trying to pull him into their little chat. The other two are planning on trying to stay together once we let them loose, ambushing a family with kids or someone who’d be easy to threaten and take their stuff, and then haul ass after doing some burglaries.”


  “Oh, really?”


  He nodded. “And the guy with the petty arrest record was the one making the suggestion.”


  That helped her make up her mind about what to do with them. “Okay. Give the two oldest National Guard kids keys to a marked squad and handcuff keys. Make sure they’re armed. Cuff the Army guy. Tell them to drop him down south at the junction, and he can find his own way from there. Tell them to keep him farking cuffed until they’re letting him go, and make sure one of them stands back with his weapon and covers the other.”


  She thought about that and realized she didn’t want another death on her hands if she could avoid it. “Scratch that. Have them deliver him to our deputies down at the roadblock, let them take Army guy and release him. Order the Guard kids straight back here after they deliver him.”


  “Okay. What about the two with records?”


  “We’ll deal with them shortly. Anything from the cell with the other two?”


  “Nope. They haven’t even messed with the drunk guy in there. They just sat down and are waiting. The one guy, the big black guy? He said something about despite their skills they wouldn’t be busting out of here, and not wanting to get shot.”


  Hmm, smart men.


  “Can you please bring me a PortaScan?” she asked.


  “Sure. You going to talk to them alone?”


  “I’m going to have them stick their hands through the access hole. They try anything, they can sit in there until the apocalypse is over or hell freezes, whichever comes first.”


  “Can I ask why you don’t want backup?”


  “Because I think they won’t talk with a lot of witnesses. I think they’re military. Active, not National Guard.” What she didn’t want to add was her suspicion that they might be more than just military. Maybe they were special ops. If they were, they definitely wouldn’t talk around her people.


  “Then let me get you that scanner.”


  “Thanks.”


  While Gia waited, she finished logging in to the system. The situation looked even worse than just a few hours ago. Death estimates had taken a meteoric rise, now well over the two million mark.


  How the hell do you even count that many bodies?


  Even the anthrax attack last year had killed less than ten thousand. Sickened more than that, and triggered a panicked mass exodus from the LA basin, but the deaths had been mostly limited to people in the locations where the terrorists had simultaneously released the agent. For months after, in Santa Clarita, they’d had a reduced crime rate and calls for service due to the drop in population.


  Only recently had those slowly risen again as people began returning to the region. If not for that, the death tolls now could have been a lot worse. Experts estimated the LA region had permanently lost over a million residents in the wake of the anthrax attacks.


  It was bad enough they’d lost nearly three hundred deputies and LAPD officers, in addition to almost two hundred LAFD and other first responders, to anthrax before they realized what they were dealing with.


  Hence why she now had Mike assigned to her station, the Academy doing its best to pump out new recruits as fast as they could to backfill the severely strained force.


  I’m tired of this.


  A wave of exhaustion, not just physical but mental, emotional, and spiritual swept over her. Slumping in her chair, she stared at the screen, overwhelmed. She knew the numbers translated into flesh and blood citizens.


  The US had never seen a disaster of this magnitude before.


  No one had.


  Well, North Korea had, but they certainly hadn’t had time to dwell upon it. Not when most of them had been vaporized.


  Then there were places around the globe where Kite was devastating the local populations. India, Pakistan, Indochina. Even Australia wasn’t immune to the virus, reports of it spreading along the north and west shores surfacing at an alarming rate. Mexico City had picked it up from a plane from Colombia. Parts of Brazil had gone dark. Sections of Europe were being impacted.


  The UK had closed its borders, their military forcibly sinking or downing all ships and airplanes who attempted unauthorized landings. They’d even closed the Chunnel, installing a thick concrete barrier to prevent anyone from coming through.


  New Zealand and Hawaii, so far, seemed unimpacted. So did Iceland and Greenland. Islands in the Caribbean and Pacific. It was only a matter of time, however. Their isolation would only protect them for so long, and eventually they would have to weigh needing supplies from the outside world versus the risk of bringing Kite to their shores.


  Why am I even trying?


  There would always be assholes like the two she now had to dispose of, who would prey on the helpless and innocent. No, she hadn’t been under any illusions when she became a cop. Her stint as an MP taught her that much. She knew the world was a dark place, but that the light tended to overcome everything eventually.


  Now, she didn’t even have that to hold on to. Kite didn’t care how good or evil a person was, young or old, rich or poor. It was a nondiscriminatory agent of death.


  He returned with the scanner. “Here you go.”


  “Just put it on the desk.”


  He did. “You sure you don’t want backup?”


  “Watch on the monitors. If you see anything, come running. Otherwise, let me do this my way.”


  “Okay. You’re the chief.” He left her alone.


  She filed a quick status report with the system, wondering if it was even worth it.


  There might not be anyone left to read it.


  She left out information about their current guests. There would be no more paperwork. It was a waste of time and effort, and it wasn’t like anyone would be filing Internal Affairs complaints against any of them.


  They were well past that point. She still felt zero remorse about killing the guys after the firefight. They’d mowed down poor Nick Edison without a second thought, and likely would have killed all three of the guys from the car, and the other two, if Gia and her men hadn’t shown up when they did.


  Then again, those guys had farking grenades, and a lot more ammo they hadn’t even tapped yet. They likely would have outlasted the truck guys even if we hadn’t shown up.


  After logging off, she grabbed the fingerprint scanner and headed to the holding cells. She’d had them put the two men with the drunk, because he was at the farthest end. She’d wanted plenty of separation between the two sets of prisoners.


  As she walked past the two remaining guys from the truck she didn’t bother looking their way, even though they were standing at the cell door window and trying to see out. They called to her, pounding on the window as she walked by.


  After realizing they weren’t going to stop, she turned, walked back to their holding cell door, and drew her service weapon, pointing it at them through the access port. “Shut up, or I’ll shut you up.”


  The men jumped away from her, clutching at each other. Then she realized they were both trying to use the other as a shield.


  Fucking cowards.


  The assholes were little more than a waste of precious resources. Then again, people like that usually didn’t benefit society. Once they descended into the bowels of criminal behavior, there was rarely a return to civilized, law-abiding lives. They simply became better criminals, realizing that the return on investment for the risk could pay off.


  And if they ended up in jail? That meant they got fed, air-conditioning, and medical care. They’d do their time, be released, and start all over again, only smarter for having socialized with other criminals during their incarceration.


  Rehabilitation was a joke. Unless you caught a kid early, got them training and help and scared the piss out of them by locking them in an adult ward overnight, even they were usually beyond help by the time they turned eighteen.


  Adults, unless their crime was one of desperation because of a starving family or sick relative, were nearly always turned into better criminals by their jail time.


  God, when did I become so jaded?


  She reholstered her sidearm and walked down to the last cell. The drunk was still snoring, facedown, on the floor.


  The other two men, sitting on a bench and appearing relatively relaxed, looked up at her arrival.


  “He give you any trouble?” she asked, tipping her chin to indicate the drunk.


  The black guy smiled, broad and beaming. Damn, he was cute. Really short hair, like maybe he usually shaved his head and it was growing back now, and built like a farking tank. The other guy was a cutie, too. Blue eyes and brown hair and while muscular, he looked more like an athlete than a battering ram when compared to his partner.


  Both men stood. The black guy was a couple inches taller than the white dude, and he was apparently in charge. “Naw,” he said. “Just snoring a little. I think he might have pissed himself at some point, but we kept an eye out to make sure he didn’t puke and aspirate.”


  She liked that answer. Better, she liked the confident tone he delivered it in. Not quite cocky, but without a hint of condescension, either.


  “Thanks. So what’s your name?”


  “Omega.” He hooked a thumb in the other man’s direction. “This here is my partner, Echo.”


  She was shocked that a little, tiny part of her felt a pang of disappointment. “Ah.”


  Omega laughed. “Not that kind of partner. We’re straight.” He finally walked over to the door and she realized just how much she had to crane her head back to look up to meet his gaze.


  Holy hell.


  “So what needs to happen next, ma’am?” he asked.


  Again, no condescension. More like military deference, once again reinforcing her gut instinct about them. “You’re going to turn around, arms behind you, and stick your hands out that access hole there. I’m going to fingerprint you and then we’ll see what happens.”


  “I’d prefer we didn’t get printed.”


  Of course it couldn’t be that easy. “Sorry, but I didn’t ask your opinion. You going to do it? Or do I need to get a couple of guys in here to tase your asses?”


  “We’re on a mission. If you take our prints, it could put everything in jeopardy.”


  “If you haven’t noticed, buddy, the world as we know it is coming to an end. You are, frankly, not my highest priority.” She shrugged. “Sit in a cell all night. I don’t care.” She started to walk away.


  “I heard you’re in the market for a new demolitions expert,” he called out.


  That stopped her in her tracks. She backed up and met his brown gaze through the glass. “Where’d you hear that?”


  “The two who brought us in. They were talking in the front seat. Brilliant plan, by the way. But if that kid who died was your only explosives guy, you’re going to either need a new plan, or a new guy.”


  “Then start talking.”


  “How about a little quid pro quo?”


  She honestly couldn’t tell if the guy was full of shit or not. “How about I remind you you’re the ones locked in a holding cell, soldier.”


  One eyebrow arched up.


  Damn he was cute.


  “You former military?” he asked.


  “I was an MP. Two years in Manila, two in Alaska.” He didn’t need to know about her three months in Guam. In fact, no one outside the military, or outside of the Pentagon, knew about that.


  Echo laughed. “How the fark you land yourself in Alaska?”


  She shrugged. “I wouldn’t fuck a guy and nearly ripped his balls off.”


  Both men winced, giving her more than a little smug satisfaction.


  “Okay,” Omega said. “So then you know about military protocols.”


  “You could say that, yeah. Been a while since I was in. Got out when I was twenty-two. Went in right after high school.”


  “So how long you been a deputy?” Echo asked.


  “Fourteen years with LASD.” She laughed. “I’m a captain promoted to station chief as of this morning. You believe that shit?”


  “Not that this station will be around much longer,” Omega observed.


  “You got that right. I’m guessing three days at the most. If we’re damn lucky. And that’s doubtful.” She studied the men. “So you’re what, special ops?”


  “Ever hear of the SOTIF program?” Omega asked.


  “No.”


  “Well, it’s only been around four years, so I doubt you would unless you have friends who are still in. It’s a grueling process. People on SOTIF teams make the former special ops teams from the different military branches look like pussies by comparison.”


  “Now you have my interest,” she said. She knew he was stalling her, but if he was talking, she’d listen.


  “Special Operations and Tactical Infiltration Force,” Omega said. “There are at least ten teams of twenty, that we’re aware of. Not our job to know all of it. Our unit designation is SOTIF1.”


  “Guess that makes you guys extra special, huh?”


  “You could say that. And we were doing recon to get our unit out of Altadena when we ran into those jokers and their little makeshift roadblock.”


  “Your unit?”


  “The rest of our guys. And some special cargo.”


  “More grenades?”


  He smiled. “Time for that quid pro quo to kick in. Then we’ll talk some more.”


  “Well, until I can take your prints and prove who you are, you ain’t going anywhere.”


  “Even if I can point you to not one, but two highly skilled demolitions and explosives experts?” He’d held up one finger and ticked up a second as he talked.


  That gave her room for pause. “You two are demolitions experts?”


  “Not us. But two of our guys in our unit are, yes.”


  “And how do I know you ain’t just blowing smoke up my ass?”


  “You still got phone or sat-phone here?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Then take down these numbers.” He rattled off a series of digits she had to scurry to write down on her notepad, including a security access code. “Ask for Bubba. He’ll probably pretend he doesn’t know who or what the hell you’re talking about. But then you say, ‘Need a confirmation about a worker bee.’”


  She arched an eyebrow at him. “Come on, seriously?”


  “Seriously. When he asks you what hive you’re with, tell him you’re a free-range drone in serious need of a honeycomb. Say it just like that. He’ll give you a number to call. Be ready to write it down because he won’t repeat it. When you call that next number, tell the man on the other end who you are, including your badge number, your former enlistment number, all that good stuff about yourself. He’ll probably say he’ll call you back. Be ready to take his call if he does that, because you don’t want to keep him waiting.”


  “Who is he?”


  He smiled. “You were in. I’m sure you’ll recognize the name.”


  “And why should I do this?”


  “Because you have a road that needs to be blown, we’ve got the guys who can do it, and we need a safe way to get our caravan out of Santa Clarita.”


  “I’ll let you know.”


  He nodded. “You do that.”


  Knowing they had reached an impasse, she headed back to the office.


  Hell, they’d had grenades, for crying out loud. No telling what else—or who else—they had with them.


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  General Joseph Arliss was working on his computer and looking at the latest dismal numbers from the CDC about the New York region when the line on his secure scrambled phone rang.


  Frowning, he picked it up. “Hello?”


  It was a woman. “Hi. Who is this?”


  “Lady, you call me on a number you need special access to get and you’re wondering who the hell I am? Who the hell are you?”


  It turned out Captain Gia Quick, of the LASD, and former MP, was the woman calling him. After she gave him the correct passcode, which she could have only received from Bubba, he noted her information and put her on hold.


  Pulling up his secure terminal browser, he punched in his security clearance code and ran her particulars.


  Sure enough, she popped up in the system.


  He walked over and locked his office door before grabbing the phone again and dropping his voice. “Listen to me, Captain,” he said, “and listen well. I’m a four-star general. Perhaps you’ve heard of me? General Joseph Arliss. I was in when you were, so you should recognize my name. Why are you phoning me?”


  “I’ve got two guys calling themselves Omega and Echo locked in one of my holding cells and I need them to blow a road for me.”


  “Have you run their fingerprints yet?”


  “No.”


  “Good. Do not, and that’s a direct order.”


  “I’m not in the military anymore. And I received a surprise promotion to station chief this morning, so you want to change your approach just a little to one of peers instead of officer and grunt, be my guest.”


  She had spunk, that was for sure. “Captain, no disrespect intended, but you need to release those men immediately. They’re in the middle of a clandestine mission.”


  “I got an apocalypse of my own going on here in LA County, General, in case you haven’t been watching the news lately. So no disrespect intended to you, but how the hell do I know this isn’t a bunch of bullshit?”


  


  * * * *


  


  No, Gia didn’t really believe at this point that it was a bunch of bullshit. The situation was too chaotic and volatile for them to have set things up beforehand. This stunk to high heaven of military special ops.


  But she had to be sure.


  Then the general started rattling off a bunch of facts about her, including specifics that only someone staring at her military records could know. Including the three-month stint she’d spent on Guam on secret assignment, guarding nuclear weapons that, technically, the UN had been told the US no longer had.


  Only someone with access to military records—high-end classified access—could be reading that. That wasn’t something that just popped up in the VA system’s computers.


  That was Pentagon-level and higher access.


  “Okay, okay.” She closed her eyes and rubbed her temples again. Her headache was starting to return with an unholy vengeance. “I get it. You’re a general.”


  “Good. Now listen to me and listen closely.” He outlined the mission SOTIF1—AKA the Drunk Monkeys—was currently engaged in. How they were protecting three scientists from The List, who were frantically searching for a vaccine for Kite.


  “They can tell you even more horror stories about how it came into existence when you meet the rest of them in person. But for now, suffice it to say it’s not melodramatic when I tell you the fate of the world rests in their hands.”


  “Terrific.”


  “If you’re not up to the task of helping them, then at the very least get the hell out of their way. Release them, give them a vehicle, return their weapons, and forget you ever saw them.”


  “No, I’ll help them. Because I need their help.” She told him about her plan to blow up the freeway.


  “Well, if anyone can do it, they can. Probably can drop it exactly how and where you tell them you want it, to the inch. Good luck, Captain.” The line went dead.


  She stared at the phone in her hand.


  Shit. Yes, she did recognize the general’s name.


  Just when she thought there was no farking way in hell her day could possibly get any weirder…it did.


  Exponentially weirder.


  Unbelievable.


  She pushed back from the desk, wearily hauled herself to her feet, and trudged down the hall to the holding cell area.


  


  * * * *


  


  Arliss jumped on a secure line to Bubba. “What do you think about her?” he asked the man.


  “Everything I’ve found out about her so far checks out, sir. You?”


  “Yes. I gave her marching orders. Feel free to pass that back to them next time you’re in contact.”


  “Roger roger. FYI, I’m in transit, changing safe houses, so I’ll probably be offline until tomorrow. It was only a lucky fluke that she caught me and didn’t get voice mail.”


  “Everything all right?”


  “Sure. Just cleaning up a surprise liquidation attempt. I need to figure out who sent them after me. You still cleaning house?”


  “I thought we had.”


  “Yeah, well, it’s probably left over from when Pandora went to Oz. That’s old info anyway. But I’ll be taking more precautions in the future. Any new attempts, we’ll know the food chain is still tainted. Later.” The line went dead.


  Arliss hung up the phone. Bubba had been the miracle answer to their prayers when he discovered the mole in his food chain.


  Correction, moles.


  That discovery had not only enraged, but embarrassed Arliss as well. He couldn’t believe he’d been taken in like that.


  Him, of all people.


  Goes to show who you can and can’t trust. Practically no one can be trusted.


  He hoped to hell there weren’t other moles directly under him.


  This world had proved increasingly hostile to men his age. Unfortunately, it wasn’t like he could just quit and retire somewhere. Not until his Drunk Monkeys had succeeded.


  He had no doubts they would succeed.


  He wouldn’t allow himself any doubts.


  If he did, it might be too easy to succumb to the enormity of the situation and then envision putting a bullet in his brain and ending it all. And then the Drunk Monkeys would be out in the cold without any kind of official support whatsoever.


  He’d never do that.


  Not to mention he had his other SOTIF teams to think about. And none of them had yet turned up with that damn woman from Seattle, the one final volunteer from Silo’s little experimental apocalypse lab in LA. There weren’t any spikes in Kite infection in Seattle yet, either.


  Unfortunately, he’d need to pull the teams out of Seattle soon and send them elsewhere.


  If anything can go wrong, it damn sure will.


  


  * * * *


  


  The drunk had rolled over, but other than that, he was still sleeping.


  “What the hell’d you guys nail him with?” Echo asked as the woman unlocked the cell door and motioned for him and Omega to follow her.


  “I believe my deputy said he tased him. Not sure what the hell he drank before my deputy got to him, though. He was drunk and armed and threatening his ex-wife.”


  “What’s going to happen to him?” Omega asked as she locked the cell door behind them.


  “Once he sobers up, someone will drive him down south, bid him good-bye, and he’s on his own. The deputy gave the guy’s gun to the ex-wife. She and the rest of her family were packing to get out of town anyway.”


  “What about your family?” Echo asked her.


  “Me, myself, and I,” she shot back without turning to look at them.


  She led them down several corridors, punching in her access codes at security doors along the way, until they reached an office.


  “Yours?” Omega asked.


  “Temporarily. It belonged to Chief Baynes, but I was appointed station chief by proxy this morning. It appears the upper leadership of the LASD is now an endangered, if not extinct species.” She sat at the desk and logged into a computer workstation. After a moment, she turned the monitor to face them. “You have any idea what all that means?”


  They both looked. It appeared to be a color map of the Los Angeles county and surrounding areas. Several sections were blacked out.


  “Do we want to know?” Echo asked.


  “Those are stations no longer online. You tell me why the military is evacuating people to Barstow, of all fucking places.”


  Omega slowly shook his head. “Don’t know. That’s not our department.”


  “Really,” Echo said when he spotted her dubious expression. “You know what local government bureaucracy is like. Times that by a thousand. You were in. You should remember that.”


  She leaned back in her chair. Echo guessed her height at about five three, but she cut an imposing figure. “So this General Arliss of yours told me there’s quite a story behind your special little group.”


  “Yes, you could say that,” Omega said.


  “I’m listening.”


  “We don’t really have time for this now,” Echo said.


  “Yeah, we do. Because I just took it on faith from someone on the phone who knew stuff about me that no one except Pentagon-level brass should know. Spill it. Tell me how Kite came to be, and what the hell is up with the scientists, and why you’re not taking them in to Edwards or something. The short version is fine, but nothing else happens until I’ve heard it.”


  Omega talked. Echo watched her expression as it edged closer and closer toward despair.


  When Omega finally finished summarizing the story five minutes later, her gaze was focused on the floor. “There might not even be a vaccine in the future, then. You all are just hoping they’ll come up with one.”


  “There’s a pretty good chance,” Echo said. “Doc caught what they think was a mutated form. He’s recovering, though. At this rate, a vaccine might not even be possible because it’s mutating so quickly in the right direction.”


  She finally looked up at them again, her blue gaze settling on him. “But there are plenty of people who have the bad form of it.” She related what Ricosa had told her. And Dave’s girlfriend. “And have you seen the video feeds coming out of the city? It’s not pretty.”


  She reached over to the computer and tried to pull up traffic camera feeds. Most of the ones from the west, south, and central part of the basin weren’t working. But a few for the north and east were. Heading north on the 15 was an unbroken line of cars, in all lanes.


  “They instituted contraflow,” she said. “Seriously? I thought only Florida and Louisiana used that shit to evac from a hurricane. To farking Barstow.” She logged out of the system and sat back in the chair again. “So you boys tell me what the next step is. Help me shut down my city so all of that isn’t flowing into here.”


  Echo shrugged. “First of all, how you planning on blowing the 5 anyway?”


  She smiled and stood. “Follow me, boys.”


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  It never failed. The timing of her life’s events appeared to suck big, hairy monkey balls. Two gorgeous guys she wouldn’t mind asking out for a drink, especially since she was single and hadn’t been laid since just before Dave sprang the news of the divorce on her, and she couldn’t because the world was coming to an end.


  Literally.


  She led them through the station and back to the garage, to where the two kids were standing guard over the DOT van.


  It took everything in her not to laugh at them when they came to attention at her approach.


  “Guys,” she gently said, “it’s okay. You don’t have to do that with me.” She hooked a thumb over her shoulder at Echo and Omega. “Them, now that’s different.” She looked back at them. “Sergeant and corporal, right?”


  “He’s nearly a sergeant,” Omega said, a sexy half smile quirking up the left corner of his mouth. “TMFU fucked that timing up, too.”


  “Anyway,” she continued, “I need to let them see what we’ve got inside.” The boys stepped away from the side door and she opened it before stepping out of the way.


  Echo let out a low whistle. “Holy. Shit.”


  “Lady, why the hell you have this parked inside?” Omega asked.


  “Because there’s less chance of it accidentally going off in here than there is if I leave it outside where someone might, oh, I don’t know, mow down the fence and steal it. So do I have enough to accomplish my goals? I want the 5 blown just south of the 14 junction, and I want the two overpasses on The Old Road blown, too, in case people come up that way.”


  Omega turned. She didn’t even mind having to crane her neck back to look up into his face. “You know that won’t stop the world, right?” he asked. “This will only buy you a couple of days, at most.”


  “That’s all I’m looking for,” she quietly admitted. “I’m no crazy-assed hero with delusions of grandeur. I’m not going to try to force my deputies to maintain their positions at all cost. But I’ve got to do something. Not everyone will leave Santa Clarita. I get that. I want to keep as many of the assholes like you ran up against out of here as possible. I can’t totally clear my conscience, but I want to be able to sleep at night when I turn my back and head north.”


  The men shared a glance.


  “What?”


  “How far north you talking?” Omega asked.


  She shrugged. “Sharon, one of my admins here, she’s got no family either. I sort of told her the two of us could stick together to get the hell out. She’s no spring chicken. I don’t want to abandon her.” She pointed into the van. “So? What next? How do we get in touch with your people?”


  “We’ll figure that out here shortly,” Echo said. “There’s something else we’d like to do first, if you don’t mind.”


  “That would be?”


  “We’d like to bury our friend,” Echo said. “He died trying to help us with our mission. He deserves a burial. He’s former military and retired LAFD. It’s the least we can do for him.”


  Yes, they had lost a friend in the firefight. “Let me go scrounge up some shovels for you, and a couple of helpers from the Guard.”


  When she returned, she led them over to the truck where the man’s body had been put into a body bag and lay next to Nick Edison’s body. After verifying they had the right body, the two men carried him out back where she showed them the best place. Then she helped them and the Guard kids dig the grave. After twenty minutes, they had a hole large and deep enough.


  As she watched while Echo and Omega carefully placed him in the grave, she felt like crying.


  That was a totally alien emotion to her lately. Especially since she hadn’t even known the guy. Emotional numbness had set in at least three days earlier due to the situation and the stress and her focus on her job, but even before that she’d been unable to feel.


  If she was truly honest with herself, it had started before Dave had asked her for the divorce. Not long before, but in retrospect, about the time he’d started pulling away from her.


  The two men stood next to the grave and stared down into it. “Not sure what to say,” Omega started. “I’m not good at this stuff. Didn’t know him very well, but he seemed to be a good man. He helped us get this far. If there’s something after this life, I hope he’s enjoying it right now.”


  Echo nodded. “Rest in peace, Sparky.”


  Echo leaned over, grabbed a handful of earth, and dropped it into the grave where it softly pattered against the body bag. Omega did the same, and then they started shoveling in the dirt.


  Once that task was finished, she handed her shovel off to one of the guardsmen and told them to return to the garage. Alone with the two men, she said, “I’m sorry about your friend.”


  “Thanks,” Omega said. “I’m not looking forward to having to talk to Annie about this.”


  “Who?”


  “Her real name’s Dolce,” Echo said. “She was his friend. They were neighbors in the same apartment building. The two of them had planned to escape the city together before they met up with us and then the quake hit.” He slowly shook his head. “She’s going to take this really hard right after losing her friends.”


  They slowly walked back to the building as the men gave Gia a little more detail about how Annie and Sparky had joined their group and proven themselves invaluable additions.


  “I’m sorry I didn’t know him,” Gia said. “He sounds like he was a nice guy.”


  “He was,” Omega said, staring down at her. “Life is too farking short anyway. Kite’s made it that much shorter.”


  She felt something come alive inside her under the intensity of his brown gaze. His black T-shirt looked painted onto his torso, muscles rippling under the fabric. Broad shoulders that tapered into a hard, sexy V at his waist…


  Oh, my.


  She swallowed, then focused on Echo. They were yin and yang, his light but tanned skin a sharp and delicious contrast to Omega’s dark coffee flesh. Echo’s blue gaze pinned her in place.


  Wait, what the hell am I doing?


  An apocalypse wasn’t exactly the best time to start a romance, or even a one-night stand.


  “How do you feel about Seattle?” Echo asked her. A heavy weight accompanied his question, one she could feel but not identify.


  “Um, great coffee, or so I hear.”


  He smiled. “We have room in our group for you and your friend, if you’d like to travel with us at least that far.”


  “You don’t have to clear it with your commander first?”


  “Yeah,” Omega said, “let’s see. We want to bring along an experienced LA county deputy with us who is a former MP, and who has no compunction about using high explosives or doing away with Miranda rights and due process in an emergency. I think he’ll be good with that.”


  “Wow. You guys know how to romance a girl, doncha?”


  Echo leaned in and dropped his voice. Something about the velvety purr made her flesh ripple with the good kind of shivers. “Lady, you ever want to find out, just let us know. It’ll be our pleasure to show you.”


  She realized they both were now intently staring at her.


  Yowza.


  “Um, you guys have lunch yet?”


  Omega smiled. Sexy, seductive. “I could eat.”


  “Food,” she quickly added.


  “That, too,” he said.


  Oh, boy.


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  After getting off the phone with General Arliss, Mike Carter, now known as Bubba to the men and women of the Drunk Monkeys, stared down at the man he’d tortured and killed. He’d rigged his building with surveillance and alarm systems that only he knew about.


  Having over two decades in military intelligence had helped him out in that regard.


  “You have caused me a metric shit-ton of trouble, asshole,” he muttered at the cooling corpse. The man hadn’t given him much information, which he’d pretty much expected.


  But the sheer pleasure of torturing that little bit out of him had been worth all the aggravation he’d now go through to move his stuff to another safe house. Once the shit hit the fan after sending Pandora to Australia, he’d suspected he’d need a refuge and had already set one up.


  Papa wasn’t the only one with secret accounts at his disposal.


  So he’d already moved most of what he’d need to the new location.


  Still, it was a pain in the farking ass.


  Literally, for him.


  He changed positions in his wheelchair. He wasn’t paralyzed, but due to all the damage to his spine and the remaining shrapnel they couldn’t remove for fear of paralyzing him, standing and walking were excruciating exercises in masochism of the really unpleasant kind. There were countless days he’d wished he was paralyzed just so he wouldn’t feel the pain anymore. It was almost worse knowing he could walk for a few minutes here and there, but only if he wanted to spend the rest of the day looped out on painkillers.


  And he didn’t want that.


  So he’d done most of the moving of his stuff before coming back here to take care of this dangling thread, when he’d received the call from Deputy Gia Quick of LASD, and then he’d had to do some quick digging into her background before he talked with Arliss.


  Now he had to focus on the task at hand. Thank goodness he’d had the foresight to move Pandora’s sister, brother-in-law, and niece and nephew to a safe house long before now. He’d set them up with a bank account and told them their new job was staying home and homeschooling their two kids.


  After he’d assured them Pandora was safe, but working on a story that might endanger all their lives, they’d agreed to follow Mike’s instructions.


  Especially when he told them the bank account he’d given them the debit card for would keep giving them money for living expenses, and the apartment he’d put them in was nicer than the one they’d been in.


  He was still monitoring their apartment for intruders, and suspected this was the same guy who’d tripped the door sensor there the night before.


  So Mike had been waiting, ready, for him to show up at his place.


  The guy who had broken into his apartment in the middle of the night, he’d likely been expecting a helpless cripple. There was nothing in Mike’s official service record to indicate he’d spent all those years after his injury as a top intel agent under General Joseph Arliss.


  He might be a crip, but he wasn’t helpless. Far from it.


  Mike had been awake and working on his laptop when the building’s front door sensor chirruped and caught his attention. People rarely came and went from their building that late at night. Then the next warning, when the lobby’s stairwell door was opened, had Mike checking out the video feeds.


  The guy didn’t belong there.


  That he emerged from the stairwell on Mike’s floor sealed the deal. Mike had been waiting while the guy spent the better part of fifteen minutes picking his complicated front door locks—silently, he’d give him all due credit for that—and then easing the door open.


  Mike had been sitting back in the shadows of the dark apartment, waiting, night vision goggles on and his trusty tranq pistol ready.


  As soon as the guy had turned around, Mike had popped four darts into the guy and simply waited until he’d collapsed. By the time the guy came to in Mike’s bathroom several hours later, where he’d already lined the walls and floor with plastic sheeting duct-taped in place, it was early that morning. While the guy was unconscious, Mike had cut his clothes off and stripped him naked, and had his wrists and ankles securely duct-taped in a spread eagle position to two pieces of two-by-four he’d retrieved from the building’s basement.


  He’d also give the guy credit for not breaking during the impromptu crucifixion part of the festivities. Guy had guts.


  When Mike started slicing the guy’s abdominal cavity open to play with those same guts, however, that was when the guy finally started talking.


  Unfortunately, Ed, which turned out to be his name, didn’t know much at all. He was a contractor hired by a third-party. He had no idea who the money was, only that the guy who’d actually hired him for the job had CIA ties. And that he was doing this alone, per orders, so as not to draw attention to the job. He was supposed to then dose Mike with po-clo to make it look like a heart attack and leave him where he fell.


  Interesting.


  Mike had severed the guy’s fingers before pushing a triple dose of po-clo into his veins. The fingers he’d dumped into a plastic zip-top baggie, triple bagged them, and tossed them into his freezer.


  Now he had to get rid of the body before someone came looking for Ed, or the building super accidentally walked in and found him while doing something stupidly mundane like spraying for bugs.


  After removing the screws he’d used to anchor Ed to the wood—his cordless drill was virtually silent as opposed to a hammer and nails—he pulled the lumber free and set it aside, wrapped in plastic. The building’s incinerator would handle those nicely.


  As it would Ed.


  He’d have to time everything perfectly, though. Many of the building’s residents were at work, but he didn’t want to risk anyone spotting him.


  Then he had an idea. Ed, while white, was about his size. A little slimmer. He pulled some old clothes out of his dresser. Then, after securing several layers of plastic sheeting around Ed’s abdomen, and his hands and feet, Mike dressed him.


  Most of that Mike could do either sitting on the floor or from his chair.


  Now comes the fucking fun part.


  He set the brakes on his wheelchair and took a deep breath as he stood. Yep, instant pain, but he’d have to grit his teeth and bear it. He got Ed into his wheelchair and then grabbed his own rolling office chair he sometimes used and sat in that.


  Part one, done.


  He stuck a hat on the guy’s head, socks and shoes on his feet, and then tucked a throw around him to hide his hands.


  All good. He looked asleep, not dead.


  Well, not exactly dead.


  Aha.


  He tied a surgical mask around the lower half of Ed’s face.


  Perfect.


  After using his surveillance cameras to check that the service elevator and basement were clear, Mike again pulled himself into a standing position with a groan and, holding on to the back of the wheelchair, began the arduous trek out his door, down the hall, and to the service elevator. There, he had to punch in a special code that the building super thought no one else knew. After a moment, the elevator arrived with a groaning creak and the doors slowly ground open.


  Residents weren’t allowed to use it alone, normally. They were supposed to get the super to help them if they had something large, like furniture, to move.


  Meaning paying him a hefty “tip” if they wanted it done in a reasonable time.


  Mike rolled Ed inside and hit the button for the basement. Then he closed his eyes, resting as much of his weight as he could on the back of the chair. It wasn’t made for pushing like a hospital chair and didn’t have handles, the low back more suited for someone who was independently able to get around, like him. It also didn’t have wheelie bars on the back and would tip if he leaned against it too hard.


  Finally, after what felt like forever, the elevator ground to a painfully jerky halt and the doors slid open. Mike remembered to look around before rolling Ed out and over to the far corner where the incinerator sat. It was running, as he’d expected with today being a burn day, lucky him. The super only ran it three days a week in the summer, even though it ran every day when it was cold, an integrated part of the antiquated hot-water boiler heating system for the building.


  The building’s owners were apparently too cheap to invest in a retrofit kit that could have converted it to an energy plant, meaning it would have been cost-efficient to run year-round.


  Usually, trash dumped down two different chutes into the main part of the burn chamber. But there was a hopper in the front where you could dump larger items and they would roll down into the bottom.


  Opening the hopper door, he hoisted Ed up and bodily shoved the man inside, head first, until he was all the way in and landed in the chute with a clanging thump. But upon looking, Mike realized the body was partially stuck about four feet down the chute.


  Dammit.


  No way he was climbing in there.


  Duh, the lumber.


  Gratefully collapsing in his chair, he slammed the hopper door shut and fastened it, racing back to the service elevator and upstairs again. Five minutes later, he had a garbage bag full of the plastic sheeting in his lap and was balancing the ends of the two-bys on his wheelchair’s foot plate while carefully holding the lumber in place with his knees.


  He made it down to the basement again, opened the hopper, and tossed the bag in.


  It bounced off Ed, who was beginning to get a little singed, and into the main burn chamber, where it melted immediately.


  Fortunately, the unit had a good ventilation and filter system, so eau de charbroiled Ed wouldn’t filter throughout the building like a beastly barbecue. He took one of the pieces of lumber and, having to stand again for the leverage, managed to shove Ed all the way down the chute, where he fell over the edge into the burn chamber.


  Whew.


  He tossed that piece of lumber, then the other in after it, and collapsed into his chair once more.


  Sweat poured from him, soaking his clothes. He was going to be hurting something fierce in an hour, and he didn’t dare take any pain pills for it yet.


  He still had to get moving.


  Back up in his apartment, he took a quick shower, grabbed the last of what he’d need to take with him for now, and looked around. He had several hidden cameras set up that would relay the video feed to a cloud server. From there, he could use an anonymizer to log into the feed and check to see if anyone had come in. He had sensor triggers on the door and two windows, and you couldn’t even tell he’d murdered a man in his bathroom.


  I’m forgetting something.


  He nearly smacked himself in the head. He returned to the kitchen, pulled the bag of fingers from the freezer, and dumped them into a small cooler bag with a couple of chemical ice packs. He’d worn gloves while doing everything, so he knew his fingerprints weren’t on the baggies. He would drop it off at a friend’s house on his way to his safe house.


  His friend being retired military intel and retired FBI, with lots of friends in lots of places. If the fingers or DNA were on file anywhere in the civilized world, they should have a hit within an hour of processing.


  I’m getting too old for this shit.


  But he still wore a smile as he locked his door, steadied the duffel bag resting in his lap as well as the soft cooler on top of that, and wheeled down the hall to the main elevator.


  This is just like the old days.


  While waiting for the elevator, he even laughed. Midnight ambushes, impromptu bathroom crucifixions, and intestinal interrogations?


  Check.


  Yep, just like the old days.


  Man, how he’d missed it.


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  Gia wanted to get the discussion off sex as quickly as possible.


  Mostly because she could see it might be far too easy for her to totally shirk her duties at this point and shuck her uniform in the name of celebrating the end of the world as they knew it.


  Especially with these two hunks.


  Dave had been okay. He’d seemed like a nice enough guy at the time, but in retrospect, she suspected he’d pursued her more because of her steady paycheck and benefits than because he really loved her.


  Which, to be honest, she’d been okay with. He was a nice guy, he had no record, he worked a decent job, and they had a lot in common.


  He just wasn’t very….hunky.


  Then again, neither was she, so it wasn’t like she had room to complain. And they’d had fun in the sack.


  Well, she’d had fun in the sack and assumed he had as well, considering the results pretty much every time.


  She led the two men to the break room. “Help yourself. Or there are several cases of MREs in the storage closet across the hall. What do you two need to get in touch with the rest of your unit?”


  Omega walked over to the fridge and started rummaging through it. “Well, as long as your people grabbed our radio and burner cell from our car, we might be able to use those. Otherwise. I need to make a phone call.”


  “Question, why didn’t you start with the grenades? Don’t you think that would have softened them up a little?”


  “Because,” Echo said, “we can find ammo. Grenades are precious. And they sort of call a lot of unwanted attention upon you that you might not normally want. Gunfire, that’s a universal sound people recognize and want to avoid. A big-assed boom, that might bring people running to see what the fark is going on.” He smiled. “Not to mention I hoped that by lobbing one at them and not at you guys that you would take a wild guess which side of the law we were on.”


  It had worked. “You guys eat. I’ll find your stuff.”


  She could have sent someone else to do it, yes.


  But she needed time away from the men. A deep river of testosterone flowed hot and heavy from the two, and she felt like a drowning woman in desperate need of a lifejacket. Not that it was a bad feeling.


  Whew.


  That was one nice thing about an apocalypse. She could toss political correctness out the farking window and not give a crap about IA or what they might think of her actions.


  She found the impound room where the men’s gear had been locked up. She rummaged through a duffel bag and found a burner cell and a radio.


  And lots and lots of firepower.


  Leaving the rest right there for the moment, she returned to the break room, where the men were devouring what was left of three-day-old pizzas, cold from the boxes that had been stashed in the huge commercial fridge.


  She set the radio and phone on the table. “Glad to see you aren’t picky eaters.”


  Omega wiped his hands on a piece of paper towel and reached for the burner. “Dammit, no signal.”


  “Might be the building. Sometimes cell service is iffy inside.” But when she grabbed her personal cell and looked, it, too, had zero bars. “Hmm. Usually mine works in here.” She walked across the hall to an empty meeting room and stood by the windows.


  Nothing.


  “Where’s the closest cell tower?” Echo called to her.


  “There’s one to the north and one to the south, but I think they’re on the same section of the power grid we are. Maybe their emergency gennys ran dry.”


  “I thought they had solar backups?” Omega asked from the doorway.


  “Yeah, well, it might not just be the towers that are down. Didn’t you guys say the CaliTeleSatCom facility in Glendale was gone? Might be an overall network issue. Working towers do no good if the servers and central office locations go tits-up. Even I know that much.”


  “You made calls.”


  “Sure, but our system is different from the public one. We have sat-com backup.”


  “True,” Omega said. He turned on the radio and keyed the mic. “Omega to base. Omega to base.”


  Static met his attempt.


  “Might need to take that outside.”


  “I’m not even sure it’ll work with all the hills around us.”


  She led him outside the front admin door, where he tried again.


  Nothing but static.


  Returning to the break room, Echo was now working his way through day-old fried chicken from the fridge. “Your unit have a sat-phone?” she asked Omega.


  “Yeah that’ll be our next step,” Omega said. “I hope he’s got it turned on. I know being in LA we’ve been relying on burners. He tries not to keep the sat-phone on any more than necessary to reduce the chances of someone tracking our location.” He glanced at his partner. “You know I’m not stopping on the way back if you have to take a shit because you ate like a damn pig, right?”


  Echo grinned. “Shows what you know. I went this morning and I didn’t have anything but a protein bar before dawn.”


  “Boy eats like he’s got hollow legs,” Omega said.


  Gia knew this was a tiny glimpse into whatever dynamic the two men had, and probably a rare glimpse at that considering the circumstances.


  “How about trying that guy you gave me the number to?” she asked.


  “Not exactly my best choice, but I think it’s the only one.”


  “Why not the best choice?”


  “Every time we contact him through unsecured lines, that’s one more potential way someone can track where he is, or where we are.”


  Omega grabbed the paper plate with his slices of pizza and followed Gia back to the office. She turned the phone over to him and dialed him an outside line code.


  Apparently the first number didn’t work. He tried a second.


  And then a third.


  “No answer?” she asked, a bad feeling congealing in her gut.


  Frustrated, Omega put the phone back on the desk. “If Bubba’s not answering, I don’t know what the hell else to do except go back out there and find our unit. If you can give us an official vehicle, that might speed things up.”


  “You don’t even know if they’re still where they were when you left,” she said.


  “But we can keep trying them on the radio,” Echo countered. “Eventually we’ll get close enough we can reach them on our frequency.”


  Gia didn’t want to let them head out there alone. For starters, she wasn’t sure they’d make it there and back.


  Secondly, she really didn’t want to let them go.


  Which she knew was a totally stupid way to feel, especially under the circumstances.


  Great. I meet a couple of guys I actually feel a little hot after, and it’s the end of the world. Just my luck.


  Omega started to finish his pizza, his gaze focused out the window, when he sat up. “Hey, what about that?” He pointed out the window.


  “What?” She stood and walked over to the window. This office looked out onto the U-shaped courtyard formed by the building. Just beyond it, inside the secure fenced area, sat one of the department’s smaller helos on a concrete pad. Equipped with FLIR and night vision cameras, the little two-seater Bell was mostly used to shuttle Chief Baynes back and forth to MP for meetings, and to run searches for missing persons and escaping suspects in their areas, or do spotting for wildfire fighting operations.


  “That,” he said. “It’s a two-seater, right?”


  She snorted. “Dude, I don’t know what you think I am, but I am no pilot.”


  “But you got one for it, right?”


  “Yeah…” She hesitated. “Well, we have a few that rotate duties throughout the county. I don’t know if the guy who lives here in Santa Clarita came in today or not.”


  He smiled at her. “Then I suggest you go find out, Chief.”


  “Don’t call me that,” she groused as she headed for the door. “I’m not the chief.”


  “You are now, lady,” he said.


  Gia walked out to the lobby. “Did Sanghvi make it in today?” she asked the clerk on duty.


  She tapped a few keys on her computer. “Nope. Want me to call him in?”


  “Try. Don’t know if you’ll get him. Pull his address for me, too, please.”


  “Roger, Chief.”


  Gia had to bite her tongue not to rebuke the woman. Yes, technically she was now a chief. The station chief.


  An impostor to the throne, in her mind. Not that she wasn’t qualified or deserving, but there were officers in the force who’d been there longer, put in more years, and were just as deserving if not more so.


  Officers who would have been called “chief” now if it wasn’t for the damn shitstorm bearing down on them.


  No answer on Sanghvi’s home phone, or on his personal or official cells. Louanne wrote the address on a piece of paper and handed it to Gia. “Good luck finding him.”


  “Yeah, tell me about it.”


  Gia first polled the National Guardsmen on the off-chance one of them could pilot it and struck out. A quick call-out to her other officers, and no one else had a license or skills, either. Then she collected the two men from the break room. “Come with me. We’ve got a pilot to hunt down.”


  First, she led them to the evidence room so they could retrieve all their gear. Then she grabbed the keys for one of the marked SUVs still parked in the garage and handed them over. “Fuel pumps are out back. Let’s top off before we leave. They’re solar hybrids, but I’d rather drive them with full tanks.”


  After that, she shuttled them out through the secure gates and led them across Santa Clarita toward the pilot’s address. It was nearly four in the afternoon by now, and she felt time ticking, slipping through her fingers, growing shorter by the minute. Shadows were lengthening in the valley, the thick smog and smoke choking out the blue sky and leaving a grungy haze behind.


  Sure enough, the driveway of Nadir Sanghvi’s small house sat empty when they pulled up. She knocked on the door but got no answer.


  Omega and Echo followed her around the back side of the house. Looking in through a small gap between the blinds of a kitchen window, they could see it looked like the family had packed and left.


  “Dammit.”


  “Hey,” Omega said, smacking Echo on the shoulder. “Weren’t you working with Victor on helo lessons before TMFU?”


  “Uh, yeah, on our Exhart. Not on a little Bell like that thing.”


  “It’s smaller.”


  “So’s a coffin.”


  “Shouldn’t it be easier to fly if it’s smaller?”


  “No, it just turns you into a smaller smear when you hit the pavement and the rotors grind you into hamburger.”


  “Look, can you at least take a look at it, see if you can fly it? If you can, that would save our asses.”


  “It might also kill us, did you think about that?”


  Omega cocked his head at him and gave him a look Gia suspected bore a story behind it.


  Echo threw his hands up in the air. “Fine! Signing my death certificate, but sure. I’ll try.”


  The next-door neighbor stepped out her back door. “You looking for Nadir?”


  Gia walked over to the older woman. “Yeah. You seen him?”


  “He and his whole family packed up and left a little while ago. Me and my husband aren’t far behind them.”


  Gia let out a little sigh of aggravation. “Okay, thanks.”


  “I know they were heading over to his brother’s house. Maybe you can still catch them there.”


  “Do you know where?”


  “Yeah. I housesat for them last year and he gave me all that info. Hold on.”


  “Thanks.”


  She disappeared into the house and returned a few minutes later with the paper. “Here you go. Good luck finding him.”


  “Thanks. I’ll need it.”


  With Omega and Echo on her heels, the three of them returned to their vehicles and Gia once again led the way. The address was on the north end of Santa Clarita. She breathed a sigh of relief when she spotted several cars parked in the driveway, and two more on the street. It looked like the whole family was gathering there before they left.


  Nadir Sanghvi walked out and met her halfway up the sidewalk. “I quit, Gia. Sorry, but I’m not risking my life out there.”


  “Look, this is important. I need you to run one of these guys to Altadena.”


  He let out a snort. “Are you out of your farking mind? There are people shooting at choppers. I heard the other pilots who are usually stationed out of Hooper talking about it yesterday on the aviation band. No way. I’m done. I’ve got a family to take care of.”


  Said family, including wife and kids, were now huddled in the doorway and listening. Hooper was the official LAPD heliport smack downtown, and probably deserted by now.


  She grabbed him by the upper arm and dragged him farther down the driveway to talk, quite a feat since he was taller than her by nearly a foot.


  Dropping her voice, she said, “Look, these guys are military. They’re special ops. They are on a mission I can’t talk about, and I’m under orders to reunite them with their unit. I need your help.”


  “Sorry. Your orders, not mine.”


  Echo and Omega had walked up to join them. Omega spoke up. “Can you at least give him a, haha, crash course in flying that chopper back at the station?”


  The pilot laughed until he realized Omega was serious. “Look, buddy, I don’t know what they pounded into your heads in special ops training, but flying one of these things isn’t like a video game.”


  “I’ve got about five hours on an Exhart 850,” Echo said.


  The pilot’s eyes widened. “Holy shit. Really? Those fuckers are huge.”


  “Yeah. And when I was a kid, my uncle used to crop-dust back in Kansas with a Eurostar. I spent a couple of summers riding with him because Mom didn’t have a babysitter. I didn’t get to fly a lot, but I did a few takeoffs and landings. I’m no expert, I just need to know how to take off and land that thing you all have back at the station without, you know, dying in the process.”


  Gia didn’t want to cuff the guy and arrest him and force him to go to the station with her, especially not in front of his kids. “Please, Nadir,” she begged. “Can you at least come show him how to fly it? He doesn’t need to know how to do anything in it but fly. No radar, radio, cameras, none of that stuff, nothing.”


  “It’ll be a one-way trip anyway,” Echo groused.


  When she glared at him, he added, “We’ve got a helo guy in our unit. If I can get there safely, he’ll fly it back.”


  “Oh.”


  The man ran a hand through his jet-black hair. “This is wrong for a number of reasons, but not like the FAA’s going to come crawling up my ass over it. I guess if you’re willing to get yourself killed, I can help you do that much.”


  Relief filled her. “Thank you.”


  “But I need a ride over to the station and back. Let me tell my wife. I want to be well out of here before full dark.”


  It was a little after four in the afternoon. “Just an hour or so, however long it takes,” she promised. “I’ll have someone bring you back.”


  “Okay. Hold on.”


  He walked back to the house and Gia could tell the talk wasn’t going well from the way his kids started crying and his wife leaned around him to shoot death glares at Gia.


  It made Gia want to hide behind Omega and Echo.


  Finally, he kissed his family and walked back down the driveway to Gia and the men. “Let’s get moving.”


  “Thank you. I promise you won’t regret this.”


  “No, he won’t,” Echo griped, “but I’m sure I will.”


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  Nadir rode with Gia. “So what the hell is so important that I’m risking my life?”


  “You’re just giving him a quick flying lesson. That’s not risking your life. No one’s going to shoot at you in Santa Clarita.”


  She hoped.


  “Okay. Let me rephrase the question, then. What’s so important that I’m going to be teaching a guy how to kill himself? Not sure I’m good with that guilt on my hands.”


  Gia gripped the SUV’s wheel a little more tightly. “If I tell you, it needs to stay a secret. Not even your wife.”


  “Fine.”


  She gave a very brief description of what the unit was up to, but not the full details that she knew.


  When she finished, he still looked stunned. “Holy crap. Seriously? A vaccine for Kite?”


  She nodded. “That’s what they’re hoping. Oh, and you all weren’t heading for Barstow, were you?”


  “Not on your life.”


  “Good.”


  Heavy silence filled the vehicle’s cabin. “You’re really going to blow the 5?”


  “Yep. They’ve got two guys who can do it.”


  He slumped back in his seat. “And they’re in Altadena?”


  She didn’t dare glance over at him. “If he follows the highway, he can fly that, what, in less than an hour? Especially if he detours over the hills—”


  “He better not do that. This time of year, the updrafts and air currents are whacked. Not good for any newbie pilot to fly in those when he’s not familiar with the landscape to start with.”


  “Then make sure he knows that.”


  Nadir fell into a dark silence she hoped meant he was rethinking his refusal. She could almost follow his train of thought, if it was departing from the same station hers was. By air, it was only thirty miles or so to Altadena. The helo could easily fly sixty miles an hour. Fly there, drop Echo, pick up the men’s pilot, and get back, in the same amount of time it would take for Nadir to try to teach Echo to kill himself in the helo.


  She didn’t say a word about that, though. If he wanted to do it, it needed to be his idea, not hers.


  When they returned to the station a few minutes before five, they parked the vehicles just outside the secure garage and walked around to where the helo sat on the pad.


  Nadir started a pre-flight inspection, removing and stowing ground straps and rotor ties in a nearby storage box that was securely bolted to the ground. “It’s full of fuel,” he told Echo. “I topped it off last week after the run, and I know it hasn’t been out since.” He checked cowlings and external hatches to make sure they were secure, then opened the cockpit door. “You sure you want to do this?” Nadir asked Echo.


  “No, I’m pretty sure I don’t want to do it, but we can’t afford to waste half a day getting back to our group. Especially this close to dark. Finding them will be easier from the air, anyway, in case they’ve bugged out. We know an extraction team will be on the move sooner rather than later to get us out, so I’ll be looking for them, too, along the way.”


  Gia shared a glance with Omega, who seemed to be thinking exactly the same thing she was, if the man’s body language was any indication. Nadir was definitely hovering on the mental fence about flying Echo there himself.


  The two men climbed into the helo and closed the door behind them. Gia and Omega moved back to the safety of the building and watched while Nadir went over pre-flight checks with Echo. Then the engine began spooling up, the rotors slowly starting to rotate.


  Gia leaned in and rose up on her toes so she could speak into Omega’s ear. “You think he’ll end up flying him?”


  Omega slowly nodded. “I think so. Especially if he gets the shit scared out of him trying to teach Echo to fly. Boy can be a little melodramatic.”


  “You think he’ll pretend he’s worse than he is to scare Nadir?”


  A slow grin spread across his face. “Oh, you can count on that. We’ll just have to see if it works or not.”


  They shielded their faces from the prop wash with their hands as the helicopter slowly lifted up and peeled away from the station and its radio tower in the front. They walked out and turned to follow its path over the landscape, until they lost sight of it.


  “If Nadir doesn’t agree to go, you think Echo can pull it off?”


  Omega shrugged, the rolling of his large shoulders beneath the fabric of his shirt stirring more pleasantly uncomfortable feelings inside her. “Echo has a pretty healthy sense of self-preservation. If he really thinks he can’t do it, he won’t. And I won’t force him. Neither of us have suicidal tendencies. But if he thinks he’s got a decent chance of doing it, for the sake of the mission, he’ll give it a shot.”


  “You’ll go with him?”


  He snorted. “Hell, no. He wouldn’t let me anyway. He wouldn’t want to risk my life. And Victor can bring Yankee or Oscar back with him.”


  “Who are they?”


  He grinned. “Our guys who make things go boom in big ways.”


  “Ah.”


  “That church facility that exploded a few days before the quake hit?”


  “Yeah?” she asked. When he grinned, she said, “Oh, that was you guys.”


  “Yep.”


  “Reports blamed it on looters.”


  “Nope. We cleaned out the Kite samples they were working on before we lit it up.” His smile faded. “There were a lot of bodies stored in a cooler there, too. Euthanized, from the looks of them. No trauma.”


  “What?”


  He filled in some details he’d left out in his earlier telling.


  As a cop, she felt more than a little ill that someone had been doing that in the middle of Los Angeles and gotten away with it. “So that’s why Seattle? To see if you can track down people the volunteer might have infected?”


  “Not exactly. Canuck has a contact there, and so does one of our guys. It’s a logistics move more than anything else.”


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


  “Nope. Not interested in creating any more collateral damage than necessary. Besides, you’re on our side now, right?”


  She stared up into his brown eyes. Like sweet chocolate, intense, piercing. “Yeah. I’m definitely on your side.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They returned ten minutes later. Once the rotors started spooling down, Nadir waited until it was safe to wave them over.


  “Screw this, Gia. He’s going to get himself killed. I’ll take him. I could have had him halfway there by now.”


  “You don’t have to do that,” she told him. “That wasn’t our deal.”


  “I know, but I can’t handle the guilt. Just don’t tell my farking wife, all right? She’ll kill me if she finds out.”


  “It’s our secret.”


  “Let me run grab some of my gear to take with me,” Echo said.


  Nadir waved him out of the cockpit. “Okay. Make it fast.”


  Echo got out and Gia led the men inside the building through a back entrance, punching her code to get in.


  “So what’d you do?” she asked.


  Echo grinned. “I nearly rolled us in a 360. Hey, my uncle was a showoff. He loved to do tricks in his old thing, when the tanks were empty, of course.”


  “Of course.”


  Echo rummaged through his bag, getting his sidearm, a rifle, and some ammo. The rest he left for Omega. “In case you need it,” he said. “I’ll get more at camp.”


  The men hugged, which surprised her a little. “See you soon,” Omega told him.


  Echo shot her a playful salute. “Chief.”


  She flipped him off. “I’m not your farking chief.”


  “I don’t think she likes that title,” Omega warned him.


  “So I love to live dangerously.” They returned to the helipad. Echo climbed in and Nadir got the engine cranked again. Gia and Omega watched from just outside the station’s back door as the two men lifted off.


  “I’ve been noticing dusk is hitting earlier and earlier the past few nights,” she said. “Visibility sucks. Once the sun’s past the mountains, it’s going to start getting darker earlier. All that smoke and smog.”


  “Yep,” Omega said.


  They returned inside. She’d sent deputies out to relieve the ones doing road duty down at the junction. So far, traffic that direction had been light, and no one else had tried to bypass the barricade. The people who asked, they told them the road was damaged by the quake.


  At least something’s going in our favor.


  A large aftershock hit, rattling the walls and her nerves. Omega stared down at her. “That’s one thing I don’t miss about living here full time.”


  “Yeah, I won’t miss it, either,” she said.


  


  * * * *


  


  While they waited, there was still unfinished business she needed to attend to. “You want to help me take care of those other two assholes?” she asked Omega.


  “Which two?”


  “The ones that killed your friend. They’re still sitting in holding.”


  “You letting them go?”


  “No. But I didn’t know if you wanted to give them a proper send-off before they leave this earthly plane.”


  He smiled. “With pleasure.”


  She made sure the preparations were ready, then gathered the National Guard guys who weren’t on road duty or guarding the explosives, and a couple of deputies. She had Omega hang back in another corridor, where the two prisoners couldn’t see him. When Gia and her men approached the holding cell, the two men stepped away from the door.


  “Which one of you wants out first?” she asked, holding up a pair of handcuffs.


  The men exchanged a glance but didn’t answer.


  “Okay,” she said. “I don’t have time for this bullshit. Eenie, meenie, you, asshole.” She pointed to the guy on the left.


  “I’m good. He can go first.”


  “Look, did you not feel that damn aftershock? You want out of here, or not?”


  He reluctantly stepped forward and followed instructions to turn around and stick his hands through the access port. She snapped the cuffs around his wrists.


  “Okay.” She pointed at the other guy. “You, ass on the bench. You don’t get to leave together. I don’t need more trouble from you sons of bitches. You saw firsthand what I do to troublemakers.”


  He sat without giving her any lip.


  They got the first asshole out the door and down the corridor, out of the holding area. When they moved into the next corridor, the prisoner pulled back when he saw Omega standing there. The man was leaning against the wall, leisurely, arms crossed, a smile on his face.


  “What the fuck’s he doing here?” the guy asked, sounding panicked.


  Gia shoved him forward, hard. “It’s your lucky day, buddy. You get to experience Karmic retribution before you die. Maybe you won’t come back as a fruit fly or something on the next go-round.”


  “Wha—”


  Omega smoothly grabbed the man by the shirt and hauled him up onto his toes. He wore a predatory grin that sent flurries of interest racing through Gia’s body.


  That is one good-looking hunk of man.


  “Hello, buddy,” Omega said. “Me and my pals here from the National Guard would like to have a little chat with you.”


  She led the way to the back of the compound, punching her code to get them outside when they reached the door. Omega didn’t need any help dragging the guy, despite the man’s frantic struggles and vocal protests.


  Her and her deputies stood back while Omega held the guy and let the National Guard kids use him as a punching bag for a few minutes. Finally, Gia held up her left wrist and tapped her watch.


  Omega nodded. The man, whose face was now a bloody, unrecognizable pulp, moaned as Omega punched him several times in the back of his head before dropping him onto the ground, where they all kicked him until Gia walked over.


  “Okay, he’s tenderized enough.” She pulled on a pair of nitrile gloves and uncapped the syringe. With one hand, she tipped his head back. With the other, she probed his neck for his carotid artery with her gloved thumb. Finding it, she slid the needle in, pulled the plunger back, then pushed the po-clo dosage.


  His moaning immediately stopped.


  Omega spit on the corpse. “That was too good an end for him.”


  “Well, sorry, but I didn’t want to waste the bullet. I have a feeling ammo will soon be in short supply.” She stood and recapped the syringe. “If it’s any consolation, just toss his corpse in the Dumpster.” She tossed him a handcuff key, which he smoothly caught. “Make sure to get my cuffs off him first, or you’re going in after them.”


  He tipped her a playful, snappy one-fingered salute from his temple. “Yes, ma’am.”


  Rolling her eyes, she turned and headed back toward the building. “One of you guys stay out here with them and let them back in,” she said to her deputies. “Make it fast, because we have Asshole Number Two shitting bricks in holding, and I ain’t cleaning that up.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Omega wouldn’t deny it felt good to beat the crap out of the guy. He felt zero remorse about it. Mark had been worth twenty or more of those fuckers. Easily. And the National Guard kid had deserved better than he got, two.


  He also admired how Gia handled the situation.


  She’s ballsy.


  Brains, balls, and beauty. There wasn’t much not to dig about that combination in a woman.


  The bonus that he didn’t have to worry about Echo while taking care of business here didn’t hurt. Sure, the pilot would get him there safely and, hopefully, return with Victor. Then Victor could fly back and pick up Oscar or Yankee and they could blow that road.


  Well, blow it once they got the convoy safely through.


  It would finally appear their group had caught a farking break.


  Yay, us.


  How long that lucky break would hold remained to be seen.


  After taking care of the second asshole, one of the deputies asked about the drunk.


  “Go dump him across the street,” Gia told him. “Under a tree or something. Leave a bottle of water with him. If he hasn’t aspirated on his own vomit by now, he probably won’t.”


  Omega reached out a hand and touched Gia’s arm, stopping her, holding her back so he could speak with her. “Thank you,” he said.


  “For what?”


  “This.” He tipped his head to where the National Guardsmen were carrying the second body toward the Dumpster.


  “I just hope I haven’t sent the wrong message to those kids,” she said. “That’s not how civilized people should normally act.”


  “This is a special case, and there’s nothing civilized about the situation we’re all in. I wouldn’t feel bad about it, if I were you.”


  “I don’t,” she said. “That’s why I okayed this.” She stepped in closer. “I logged in before we started this and checked the system status. You know what they did at Men’s Central?” she asked.


  He shook his head.


  “Apparently this happened yesterday. I didn’t see the report until a little bit ago because it wasn’t exactly on my priority list. They released anyone who was a nonviolent offender.”


  “And the rest?”


  “They’re now out of po-clo.” She pointed at the Dumpster. “They started shooting them when they ran out. So these two guys, as far as I’m concerned, got lucky. Because apparently they went cell to cell and were doing it, so everyone knew what was coming. Especially once they ran out of po-clo.”


  Omega felt a little ill, and that was something that didn’t happen a lot to him. Especially considering all he’d seen in his life. “Wow.”


  “Yeah, ‘wow’ about sums it up. They made a call based on lack of personnel, lack of secure transport to move them, and Kiters and riots in the area.” She rubbed at her eyes. The poor woman looked exhausted, the bone-deep kind of tired that even a good sleep wouldn’t fix. “So now we just have to wait for the rest of your people to join us and I can finally draw up a timeline to shut this place down for good.”


  He watched her walk across the grounds to the station. One of the deputies hung back with them.


  He hoped he and Echo would get a chance to spend more time with her over the next days and weeks.


  Maybe longer. If they were all very, very lucky.


  Chapter Twenty


  


  Echo swore as the pilot circled the neighborhood.


  “Where are they?” Nadir asked.


  Echo knew that tone.


  It was a “what the fuck, dude” kind of tone. Triggered because of what wasn’t below them.


  He consulted the map Nadir had handed him. “This is where we were.”


  “I don’t see anyone now.”


  “Can we double-back and follow the road?”


  The pilot had come in close to the hills, skirting north of most of the houses and nowhere near to the roads they’d taken up to Santa Clarita in the first place. It was after five thirty, and he knew daylight was running in short supply.


  “Fuck that noise, dude. My meter’s running, and I want to go home in one piece. I have no desire to turn this bird into a skeet clay.”


  “Stay up a couple thousand feet,” he said. “Please?”


  “How about I drop your ass right here and you walk or hot-wire a ride?”


  “How about you please don’t bust my balls? Your family is going to be in a world of hurt if we don’t get that road blown, you know. You’ll be looking at your six all the way out. You really want that?” He pointed in the distance to the 210, where it looked like traffic was heavier than it had been that morning. Not anything close to approaching an infamous rush hour, but enough that it slammed Echo’s point home to the pilot.


  Nadir glanced at him before swearing and veering as he lifted the bird higher. “No doubling back. We don’t find them, I drop your ass at a car dealership in Sylmar and leave you. You can steal a car from there.”


  “Deal.”


  Echo kept a sharp eye out as he retraced the route. There would, no doubt, already be an extraction team on the way. What Echo didn’t know was where the rest of the convoy would be. He hadn’t expected Papa to roll the rest of them out that fast, but then again, it made sense logistically.


  It took them ten minutes, but Echo breathed a sigh of relief when he spotted the RV embedded between their trucks and other vehicles in a residential neighborhood. “There. That’s them.”


  “You sure?”


  “Yeah.” He looked around. “There’s a park right there, a block ahead of them. Let’s land there.”


  “Okay.”


  Nadir landed, leaving the engine running. “Make sure to remember to duck when you get out,” Nadir said. “You’ve got ten minutes to get your helo jockey back here or I’m leaving without him. And I’m keeping it running.”


  Echo unbuckled his harness and bolted out the door, sprinting, hoping they had spotted the helo. He cut through a yard, rounding the corner of a house where he nearly collided head-on with Juju.


  “Fuck, dude!” Juju yelled, pulling up short and turning to the side, pointing his carbine away from him. “Fucking scared me!”


  “I need Victor. Now.”


  “What the fuck? Where’s Omega?”


  “He’s fine. I need Victor.”


  They ran back toward the convoy. Papa was already stepping out of one of the trucks. “Where’s Omega?”


  “No time. I need Victor. I gotta send him back with the helo.”


  “What?”


  “Seriously, sir, I need Victor.”


  Papa turned and whistled, motioning. Victor climbed out of the truck he was riding shotgun in behind the RV and jogged up.


  “What?”


  “Come on,” Echo said. “With me. Now.”


  “Where’s Omega?”


  “Nice to see you, too. Come on.” As he ran back toward the helo with Victor, he gave him the basics. “You fly back here and pick up Oscar or Yankee.”


  “Can’t.”


  “What? What do you mean you can’t fly this?”


  He snorted. “I could fly one of those little birds drunk, stoned, and half asleep.”


  “Then what’s the problem?”


  “Yankee and Oscar aren’t here. They’re on their way to Santa Clarita with the extraction team to rescue your asses.”


  Of course they were. “Shit. Fine, get this guy back to Santa Clarita, and get your ass back here. I’ll see if we can raise them on the radio, get them back, or at least get their twenty and catch up with them.”


  They ducked under the blades and over to the cockpit. “Nadir, Victor. Victor, Nadir. Safe flight. Victor, get your ass back here pronto.” He slapped him on the shoulder and ducked, getting to safety before turning to watch as the helo’s engine spooled up again and the bird smoothly lifted up and off toward Santa Clarita.


  He rejoined the group and filled Papa in.


  Nodding, their commander got on their two-way and updated all the drivers in the convoy, as well as gave them a course correction. Scrap the plan, they’d head to Santa Clarita after all.


  But when he tried to raise the extraction team over the radio, they didn’t respond.


  He frowned. “What the hell?” He went to another vehicle and tried hailing the extraction team from that radio.


  Still nothing.


  Papa looked grim. “This is not good.”


  “You sure they’re on the right frequency?” Echo asked. “Maybe they got mixed up.”


  “That’s not like Lima.”


  “Burner?”


  “You said cells weren’t working.”


  “Never hurts to try.”


  Papa did try, and with predictable negative results. “We don’t have time for this. Let’s follow them. They’re probably almost to Santa Clarita by now.”


  “That’s it?” Echo asked.


  “That’s all we can do. You go ride with Uni,” Papa said. “Take Victor’s place.”


  “Roger roger.” Less than thirty seconds later, the convoy was moving again.


  Uni looked over at Echo. “Well?”


  Echo was now dying of thirst from the heat and his double-timed run back and forth three times from the helo to the convoy, and all the talking. “Alive, fine, helo, pilot, need Oscar and Yankee.” He dug into the cooler between the seats and came up with a bottle of water, Twisting the cap off, he chugged it.


  Uni laughed as he shifted the truck through its gears. “You can pilot one of them damn birds,” he said. “Little bitty thing like that. You handled the Exhart like it was a virgin bride. I was there shitting my pants when Victor let you take the stick, if you’ll remember.”


  Echo let out a belch. “Yeah, well, I decided to stack the deck in my favor and borrow a local. I don’t know the area, and didn’t want to kill myself or anyone else.” He went through half of another bottle of water before he could get the whole story out.


  After Echo finished, Uni nodded. “Sounds like we’re going to have a new addition to our convoy.” He glanced at Echo.


  “I don’t have time to think about that right now.”


  “Well, I’m sure there will be time soon,” he said. “If current events are any indication. Lucky bastards.”


  “Don’t count on it.” This wasn’t a conversation he wanted to have right now.


  Especially not with Uni. He liked the guy, but it wasn’t any of his damn business.


  “Well, can Victor and I talk to her if you guys don’t make a move?”


  A spike of jealousy flared through Echo, startling him. “Dude, what the hell?”


  Uni grinned. “Just fuckin’ wit’ ya. I think that’s the answer right there, though, isn’t it?”


  Echo sat back and studied the neighborhood around them. “Let’s table that discussion.”


  “Roger roger.” Uni fell into silence.


  As before, the area felt eerily quiet, devoid of the usual activity Echo would expect to see, especially at that time of day. The lengthening shadows throughout the valley and the mountains rising up on each side only added to the bleakly grim landscape. The lack of any hint of green vegetation due to the drought and summer heat only piled on the blatantly obvious metaphors until it nearly choked Echo.


  A dying city, breathing its last gasps. It saddened him. This could be a preview of many American cities if their mission failed.


  He didn’t want to be the reason for that failure. And no matter how much Gia Quick intrigued him, he wouldn’t let her become a distraction that borked their mission.


  Then again, life was short. Maybe turning down a chance for happiness was a boneheaded move of Godzilla proportions.


  He sat back in his seat and studied the landscape with an eye for any potential problems, all the while trying to get thoughts of the cute deputy’s ass out of his mind.


  Chapter Twenty-One


  


  Lima had used the sat-link on his tablet to pull up local scanner channels. As he ran through the bands, he found either nothing, or garbled, sometimes frantic traffic that made little to no sense before it disappeared into a sea of static.


  Weird.


  There should have been far more traffic on the bands than he was finding. Different departments used different frequencies but shared common emergency frequencies. The emergency frequencies had even been hit by this problem.


  “Anything?” Alpha tensely asked.


  He shook his head, one hand on his earpiece, the other quickly working the scanner interface.


  Then he had a thought and tried contacting Papa and the main convoy.


  No response.


  He called back to Yankee and Oscar in the other car using their team’s short-distance two-way, the earpiece in his other ear from the one where he was listening to the scanner. “You guys copy?”


  “Roger roger,” one of the twins replied.


  “Can you try raising Papa for me?”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Don’t know anything’s wrong yet.”


  “Hold on.” A moment later he came back on, sounding concerned. “No response.”


  “That’s what I just got.”


  “You think something happened? Should we turn back?”


  “No, we need to keep going. I think someone’s jamming that frequency and a bunch of others.”


  “What’s going on?” Alpha asked him from where he was driving. He could hear their two-way traffic through his own earpiece. “Why do you think it’s being jammed?”


  He continued scanning. “Because there’s a lot of traffic I should be hearing, even civvies jumping on those bands, ham radios, a lot of stuff, and there’s nothing but static.”


  “Why would someone jam the signals?” Alpha asked. “Especially now in the middle of a disaster?”


  “Why does the military do anything,” he shot back. And the more he scanned, the more he was convinced that was exactly what was going on. Only the military would have the capability of that kind of wide-scale jamming.


  If the military was jamming all those channels, it would be difficult for people to spread the word about what might really be going on in certain parts of the area.


  It would also make it difficult for anyone in the media to get a bead on what was going on.


  When they hit the junction at I-5 and Highway 14, Alpha stopped the car and waved Foxtrot up so he could talk to everyone in the other car without using the radio. They rolled down the passenger side windows. Foxtrot was driving, with Kilo riding shotgun and Yankee and Oscar in the backseat.


  “Any difference from when you were here before?” Alpha asked Kilo and Foxtrot.


  Long shadows cast by the mountains painted the area with swaths of dim light. “Looks like they’ve got more barricades on the freeway than they had before,” Kilo said. “Traffic up there looks heavier heading south now, too. Maybe more personnel up there. Hard to say.”


  “Okay. Stay close on our six. Lima’s plotted us a route to the station.”


  “Roger roger.”


  Lima thought Alpha sounded a lot more confident than he himself felt. He hoped he had a route planned. But as they had discovered, things could change from dessert to shit soup.


  Quickly.


  “Wish we were doing this at night,” Alpha muttered as he drove on.


  “Don’t want to wait that long,” Lima shot back. “We might not have that much time.” He’d just pulled up the latest satellite imagery taken that morning. Large swaths of the city were either cloaked by smoke, or had burned. He didn’t think it was all the result of earthquake damage, or the riots. Some of the burn patterns were too regular, like someone had been going block-by-block to level neighborhoods.


  Methodical.


  Military precision.


  It wouldn’t be the first time scorched-earth policy had been used by an army. Get the survivors out, burn what was left to keep people from coming back.


  It was one way to force them to leave.


  And if they left, they had to go somewhere.


  Barstow kept coming up like some grotesque foreshadowing in an old horror movie. He supposed if he was a desperate refugee who’d just lost everything, he might buy it, too.


  But as a highly trained and even more cynical soldier, he didn’t buy it.


  Not for a second.


  He guided them north into Santa Clarita, taking a longer way than they might otherwise, but he’d tapped into the county’s tracking system and had located the LASD units operating in the area so they could avoid them.


  They all had trackers, even though they were supposed to be on a secure channel. Well, it was secure, just not against him.


  Lima brought them to a stop in a commercial neighborhood, behind a deserted shopping center. “We’re three blocks from the station,” he told Alpha. “How we want to do this?”


  They all got out and stood around Lima, staring at his tablet as he showed them the sat photos.


  “We need a plan,” Alpha said. “That station has a secure perimeter. Not like we’re going to scale the fences.”


  “We need someone to get inside,” Yankee said.


  Then all the men looked at Annie.


  Lima felt badly for the woman. Her eyes were still slightly puffy from her earlier cry when she learned about Sparky’s death.


  But he also admired her. She was a fighter, had a warrior’s heart.


  She would fit in well with their unit for the long-term, he suspected.


  When she realized they were all watching her, she frowned. “What?”


  Alpha smiled. “Annie, we need you to play a damsel in distress for us.”


  


  * * * *


  


  From what they could see of the secure facility, it didn’t appear they had too many people there, unless they were all buttoned up inside. Lima tried to monitor radio traffic from the station, but there seemed to be little of that.


  As shadows lengthened, they heard a helicopter landing and taking off somewhere at the rear of the facility, but they couldn’t see it from their vantage point. They loaded Annie up with a flak jacket and stuffed her pockets full of grenades, flash-bangs, smoke bombs, and a couple extra clips of ammo for the nine millimeter she carried.


  “If I get myself killed, you realize Roscoe and Niner will kill you guys, right?” she snarked.


  “You won’t get shot,” Alpha assured her. “Just get inside, grab whoever they have manning the door and make them open it, and then let us in.”


  “I hate to say this,” Lima told her, “but think about Mark and your friends and cry your ass off.”


  “That just makes me want to blow someone up,” she darkly muttered.


  “That’s our job,” Oscar and Yankee said.


  Alpha rolled his eyes, but put his hands on her shoulders. “I wouldn’t be sending you in there if I thought it was a suicide mission. Just back yourself into a corner with your human shield, and toss the flash-bangs at them and wait on us.”


  “Isn’t there a quieter way to do this? Maybe just ask them for our guys back? Pretend we’re with the National Guard and that they’re our guys who got separated?”


  “Then we’ve lost the element of surprise,” Alpha told her. “And they wouldn’t say they’re with the Guard, anyway, because if there really is a Guard unit there, it’d be too easy to see through their lie. Go on. It needs to be you.”


  She turned and headed on foot down the back side of the shopping complex and around the corner. The men waited thirty seconds to follow her in the vehicles, positioning themselves on either end of the complex and watching as she approached the main gate.


  Lima held his breath as she appeared to take a deep one of her own before pressing the intercom button. They could hear her speaking to a woman over the intercom through their two-way radios. She gave a sob story about her family being killed by thugs as they were driving into town. A moment later, she was admitted. They watched as she stopped in the first man-trap.


  The woman gave her instructions to administer a stick test. They watched her do it, then hold the stick up to be viewed by a camera.


  After a few moments, when it was proven she was clear, she was admitted to the second man-trap, and then through to the main entrance, where she disappeared through the front doors.


  The men were already up and moving and rushing toward the gate as they heard the scuffle through their earpieces, and then the sound of Annie’s voice.


  “Look, I don’t want to hurt you, ma’am, but I’ve got to do this.”


  “What the—”


  The gate was already buzzing when they reached it. They pushed through it and the other two without delay, even as Annie was yelling threats to someone that she had a live grenade and would use it if everyone didn’t back the fark off.


  They pounded through the front doors and nearly collided with Omega, gun drawn, coming around the corner. He burst out laughing.


  “Holy shit, guys. I’m flattered, but you could have just knocked.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Once Gia got her heart started again and assured herself Sharon was okay, she realized she still had her sidearm drawn. She reholstered it with a shaky hand. “Okay, someone want to tell me what the unholy fuck that was all about?”


  Omega was still chuckling and exchanging hugs and backslaps with the men, and the woman, who’d just breached the front door of Gia’s station.


  “Sorry, Chief. They must not have gotten the memo.” Yes, Victor had warned them that their extraction team was out of contact and on the way, but she had expected a stealthier approach.


  Or one they could have waylaid simply by holding up their hands, asking for a moment to explain, and giving them an update.


  Not a Normandy-worthy incursion. In fact, her deputies at the junction had been notified to keep an eye out for the convoy, and to give them safe passage and protection back to the station. They would arrive at the station within the next half hour or so based on the report from the deputy who’d intercepted them and passed the word to them that their presence was eagerly awaited.


  But the extraction group had slipped in without notice.


  The guy in charge of their extraction group, Alpha, was the unit’s second officer. He stuck out a hand. “Sorry about that, ma’am. We didn’t mean to scare you.” Gia shook with him.


  “You’re a little late for that!” Sharon yelled from her post, her voice shrill from shock and fear.


  “Sorry,” the woman said. “We didn’t want to hurt anyone.”


  A sound almost like a keening bark escaped Sharon before she collapsed into her chair behind her desk.


  “So, wait, these are your two demo experts?” Gia asked Omega.


  “Yep. In the flesh.”


  Her receding fear was immediately replaced by exhilaration. “Gentlemen, you two have been eagerly expected. Follow me. Now.”


  She didn’t bother to wait for them to reply and headed down the corridor toward the garage area.


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  


  Gia fought the urge to hold her breath as Yankee and Oscar looked over the van’s contents. The men started talking in terms she didn’t understand and didn’t want to.


  She only wanted to know one thing. “Nick said that there was enough here to take down half the side of a mountain. Was he right?”


  The brothers looked at each other and started laughing, then looked at her.


  “Lady,” one of them said, “there’s enough in here to blow up half of what’s left of LA County, if we wanted to.”


  “So…”


  “Yes,” they said. Then the other one said, “We can do exactly what you want, and more, with plenty to spare,” he said. “Your guy was probably not trained in precision demolition. We don’t need nearly as much as you do for excavation.”


  “Then do it. The sooner we can blow that highway, the sooner I can call those deputies back and let them go home.”


  Alpha looked at the men. “You heard the chief,” he said. “Let’s get it done.”


  Sharon’s voice came over the station’s intercom. “Chief, more arrivals. I think they’re the ones we’re expecting. One of our guys is leading them.”


  “Fanfuckingtastic.” She walked over to a phone on the garage wall and dialed the front desk. “I’ll send someone out the back gate to guide them all in. If they go up to the front intercom, tell them we’re waiting for them in the back. Send our unit back out to the highway junction for now.”


  Twenty minutes later, it was full dark and there had been more introductions, happy reunions, and Victor had safely returned with the helo and Delta, who’d been riding along as a spotter for the convoy to make sure they didn’t hit any trouble.


  Everything had gone smoothly for them.


  As exhausted as Gia felt, she still wanted to be there on the front lines when it happened. But with it feeling like the world was starting to ripple and fold around her every time she stopped moving for more than a few seconds, she realized she’d hit a dangerous level of sleep deprivation.


  As they prepared to head out to the highway junction, she handed off her keys to Echo, who was standing closer to her than Omega. “You drive,” she said. “I’ll ride shotgun.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I’m the damn chief,” she wearily said as she turned and walked toward her unit. “That’s why.”


  Omega took the backseat. “No offense, Gia, but you’re starting to look a little bit like hard-ridden road.”


  She tipped her head back against the headrest. “I feel like it.”


  She didn’t realize she’d closed her eyes until Echo was gently poking her in the shoulder seconds later. “Hey, they’re ready to blow it.”


  She sat up with a start. They were parked on the 5, but facing south in the northbound lane. The night sky was occluded by smog and smoke, leaving even deeper shadows. She saw red lights bobbing around nearby, looking like they were heading in their direction.


  “Holy crap,” she said as she rubbed at her eyes. “How long was I out?”


  Echo glanced at his watch. “About two hours. We decided to let you sleep. Looked like you needed it.”


  “Thanks. Where’s my deputies?”


  “We cleared out all your personnel. Moved some of the barricades down to street level roads, too. Won’t stop everyone, but might slow them down even more.”


  She nodded, trying to process, her brain fuzzy and muddied and refusing to engage. “Okay. Thanks.”


  Papa walked up to the passenger window, which was down, and leaned in. “Hope you don’t mind we took liberties,” he said. When she didn’t respond at first, he added, “With the demolition operation.”


  “Yeah, that’s fine. Sorry I tanked out on you.”


  “No worries. It’s under control. Everyone else is hanging back. You ready for the explosion?”


  “Sure. Any time you guys are.”


  He let out a long, low whistle. The bobbing lights bobbed faster and drew closer until she realized they were headlamps on four different men.


  Well, if the twins were considered different men.


  Which, she supposed they were, but in her sleep-deprived and sleep-interrupted state, she wasn’t even sure of it at that point.


  She wasn’t even sure she still occupied a vertical orientation in relation to the car seat under her ass.


  One of the twins held up a remote. “You want to do the honors?”


  She took a breath. “Sure. Might as well take full responsibility for it.” She took the remote from him. “What do I do?”


  “Hold on.” He pressed a finger to his ear. She suspected it was for an earpiece that was part of a two-way network. “All personnel clear of the area?” Once several people had replied in the affirmative, he continued. “Fire in the hole…fire in the hole…fire in the hole. In three…two…one…mark.” He pointed at her.


  She hit the button.


  It sounded like a rippling series of farting firecrackers going off. From her vantage point, she couldn’t see much at first. Then she felt a rumbling through the tarmac, transferred through the SUV’s tires and into her seat, and she heard the dull roar that followed.


  Ahead, she was aware of a cloud of dust billowing up into the darkness, where it was swallowed by the night.


  “One strip of highway overpass, turned back into chunks of rocks and dirt,” the man said.


  “Ashes to ashes, dust to dust,” she muttered as she returned the remote.


  “Yep. Now, do you want to be present for the other two overpasses we take out?”


  She shook her head. “No. Let’s get everyone else back into town. Just keep whoever you need here with you.”


  Another disconcerting time warp, and she opened her eyes to Echo gently poking her again. “What’s the magic word,” he said.


  “Huh?” They were parked outside the rear gate at the station.


  She told him the code and he reached through his window to punch it into the keypad.


  The gate rolled open.


  In the distance, with the windows open and the SUV in quiet solar mode and running on batteries, she heard another distant boom, followed by a rolling rumble.


  “That would be the second overpass,” Omega said.


  “The second one?”


  “Yeah, we hung out while they did the first one. You slept right through it.” He grinned. “I did put the remote in your lap and grabbed your hand to push the button though. So technically, you participated.”


  She rubbed at her eyes and tried to swallow the nasty, fuzzy taste out of her mouth. “Holy crap. How long was I out that time?”


  “Only twenty minutes or so. They’d preset the first overpass already before they blew the junction. That’s why it went so fast.”


  “Oh. Well, all right then.”


  They drove the SUV into the garage and then it hit her. “What about the others? Is everyone back safely?”


  “One of your guys stayed behind to make sure our guys got in okay. We sent the National Guard kids back a while ago. They’re all buttoned up and safe grabbing rack time.”


  “Oh. All right.” She slowly opened the door, holding on as she wobbled a little while sticking the landing upon jumping out.


  “You all right?” Omega asked, staring at her with intent concern.


  “No. Tired.”


  “I think you need some sleep,” Echo said.


  “I think I need a lot of sleep,” she shot back.


  She slowly made her way to the lobby. Sharon sat behind the desk, headset on, computer screen showing video.


  “How goes it?” Gia asked her.


  “No calls for service. I don’t think anyone but us has phones anymore,” she said.


  “The medical center evac go okay?”


  Sharon shrugged. “They haven’t called us.”


  Gia knew from Sharon’s smile that she should have laughed, but it was like her brain was trying to run in fourth gear while her body had downshifted into first.


  Or, maybe, reverse.


  Sharon’s smile faded. “You look like crap. You need sleep.”


  “Not a news flash. So anything I need to take care of?”


  “Not at this moment. Unless you mean you paying a visit to the Sandman.”


  Gia made a pit stop in the bathroom, stopping to splash water on her face after washing her hands. She started when she looked in the mirror and saw herself.


  Dark circles lined her eyes. She didn’t just feel like hell.


  She really looked it, too.


  Even she couldn’t stand looking at herself.


  She took a deep breath. “I did it,” she whispered to herself. She’d done what she could to protect whoever was stupid or unfortunate enough to remain in Santa Clarita.


  What they did from this point on, that wasn’t her concern.


  The late shift, all eighteen of them, had assembled in the garage and waited for her to get there to give them orders before heading out on patrol. She looked them over, feeling sad. Based on the number of people who’d filed family leave or resignation slips that morning, there were actually more deputies reporting for duty than she’d anticipated. Only a few of the no-shows had not bothered to say they weren’t coming in.


  Omega stood close by, and she didn’t even think twice before dragging her chair to his side, bracing her hand on his shoulder, and using him for support to climb up, keeping her hand there to steady herself as she addressed them all.


  “Okay. Thanks, everyone. Unless anything radically changes, I’m going to say that tomorrow night will be your last shift. Unofficially. I’ll try to set up payroll so it keeps going as long as the computers, wherever they are located, keep spitting out direct deposits.” She studied their faces. They all looked as exhausted as she felt.


  She pulled herself to her full height. “I really appreciate you all showing up tonight. Yes, we’re trying to bail the Titanic with an ice cream scoop. I get it. I’m not an idiot. But we can still look at ourselves in the mirror and say we tried.


  “Tonight, your job is to stay alive. You see anyone causing trouble? Protect innocents, yes. But protect yourselves first. Deadly force as necessary. Hopefully with all discretion, but I won’t judge. Let people you find know that if they don’t leave, they’re on their own from here on out.” Her brain faltered, trying to come up with whatever else it was she wanted to say. “That’s it. Stay safe. See you all in the morning.”


  They left, and as they were driving out, Papa and the remainder of the Drunk Monkeys returned.


  Omega looked up at her. “You going to stand there all day, or you want to get down now?”


  When she looked, she spotted the smile on his face. It looked kindly, amused.


  She realized she was still standing on the chair.


  Echo reached up and took her other hand. “Yeah, I guess I’d better get down,” she said.


  It was more a case of they got her down off the chair than she jumped down under her own power. She had no adrenaline left in her system at all. It felt like if she closed her eyes, she would fall asleep standing up.


  Then again, maybe that’s exactly what would happen.


  She couldn’t even enjoy the thought that it was nice holding both of their hands at the same time.


  Papa, followed by the others, rolled into the garage and they got it buttoned up tight. Sharon had appeared from somewhere.


  “Holy crap, Gia. Go get some sleep. We got this.”


  She nodded. She could barely keep her eyes open. She handed things off to Papa, pointing at him. “Tell everyone he’s in charge for tonight and in the morning. If I don’t get some sleep, I’m going to collapse right where I’m standing. Please pass the word that everyone answers to him until I’m back with the land of the living again.”


  “Where are you going?” he asked.


  “I’m going to…” She thought about it. “I was going to say back to the storage closet, but I’m going to bunk in the office that is temporarily mine, until we get the hell out of here.”


  “Omega, Echo, you two help her,” he ordered. “Stay with her. Catch some rack time yourselves. We’ll handle watches. I have a feeling there won’t be much traffic coming this way. Not until later in the day, at least.”


  Omega and Echo helped her grab her stuff from the storage closet. “You’ve been living in here?” Omega asked her.


  “Well, my place had no power or water, so yeah. It was this or the backseat of a car. No, thank you.”


  They spread out in the office and she pulled the blinds shut. At least this window faced west so they wouldn’t have to deal with the sun hitting them in the faces in just a couple of short hours.


  “Want us to wake you up at a certain time?” Omega asked.


  “If something unintentionally blows up, or you need my access codes, sure. Other than that, I doubt I’ll sleep more than a couple of hours.”


  And by the time she’d taken off her gun belt and lain down on the bedroll, tactical boots and all, she was asleep.


  


  * * * *


  


  Echo nudged Omega in the side and tipped his head toward Gia, his brows expectantly raised.


  Omega knew it would come to this, sooner or later. “Maybe,” he silently mouthed. “Later.”


  He lay down on his bedroll, also fully dressed, and tried to get some sleep.


  Feet away, Echo let out a soft snicker.


  Omega reached out and jabbed with his finger, hard, getting Echo in the ribs.


  “Ow,” Echo muttered. “That was uncalled for.”


  Yes, he liked Gia. A lot. Yes, he was attracted to her.


  A lot.


  Yes, the thought of having her sweet body wedged between the two of them in bed was more than enough to thicken his aching cock in his pants.


  This, however, wasn’t exactly the optimal time nor the best place.


  Then again, the other triads had all found love in similar tough circumstances.


  But they didn’t even know if she was interested in them. Although, point in her favor, she hadn’t freaked out when she learned about the triads that had already formed in their unit.


  Omega settled in to grab some shut-eye himself. While he was used to going without sleep, days at a time in some cases, he knew it dulled his senses and reflexes when he did.


  He’d just started drifting off to sleep when Echo let out a soft snore next to him. Omega reached out and jabbed him in the ribs again.


  “Ow. What the fark, dude?”


  “Roll over. You’re snoring.” He rolled onto his other side, away from Echo, while his partner grumbled and shifted position.


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  


  Gia’s dreams were plagued by sexy visions of the two hunks doing all sorts of incredibly dirty things to her. When she awoke to the delicious smell of coffee, she found dim light slanting through the mostly drawn blinds. She had to pee, and the two men were sitting on the floor on the other side of the office and looking at something on a tablet.


  “Good morning,” she muttered as she sat up.


  Then she winced as she caught a whiff of herself.


  A shower might not be a bad idea, either.


  Echo smiled. “Afternoon, but who’s counting?”


  “What time is it?”


  “2:18.”


  “Holy crap.” Her stomach rumbled, which explained that as well. She couldn’t remember the last time that she’d eaten, only that it was some time the day before.


  Or maybe the day before that.


  “Don’t worry,” Omega said, “everything’s quiet so far.”


  “If you don’t mind, I’m going to find coffee. And a shower.”


  “Yeah, by the way, thanks for the showers,” Omega said. “I think we’ve all cycled through them already. And the laundry.”


  “Anything we can do to help?’’ Echo asked.


  “Yeah, my laundry,” she snarked before realizing what she was saying. “Sorry, I was joking. I’m not human before coffee.”


  “No, I’ll do your laundry for you,” Echo said. “Just point the way.”


  “I was kidding.” She stood and stretched, muscles aching and joints popping.


  “He wasn’t,” Omega said. “I let him do mine. He can fold clothes like nobody’s business.”


  Fuck it. Why not? “Well, okay, sure.” She pointed at the garbage bag full of dirty clothes from her apartment, to which she’d added the ones she’d accumulated while at the station. “That’s it right there.”


  “What about what you’re wearing?” Echo asked.


  She realized she had the perfect way of gauging the men’s level of interest in her. Wasn’t like she was bashful. “Sure. That, too. I take it I can trust you guys to keep an eye on my gun belt for me?”


  They nodded.


  She unlaced and kicked off her tactical boots, peeled off her socks, and added the socks to the bag of dirty clothes. Emptying her pockets onto the desk, she quickly stripped, wrapping a towel from her shower bag around her midsection.


  When she looked, she was satisfied to find both men staring at her with slightly gaping jaws.


  “See something you like, gentlemen?” she asked.


  Both men nodded.


  She smiled. Despite the circumstances, and how much her body ached, and how bad her BO was, she felt a sexy thrill of the chase zip through her. “Then maybe we can discuss it after my coffee and shower.” She grabbed fresh jeans, underwear, socks, undershirt, and a pullover uniform shirt and stuck them into her shower bag. She pulled her flip-flops from the shower bag and put them on, then picked up her bulletproof vest.


  Shouldering the shower bag, she cocked her head. “Don’t worry about putting starch in anything. I’m sure it’ll be stiff enough when you’re done with it.”


  He looked a little stunned, so she winked at him. “I meant the laundry.”


  With that, and feeling her own juices starting to flow, she headed out the door and just down the hall to the break room for coffee.


  She nearly stopped in her tracks, cursing herself. Jeez, I hope that didn’t come off as stupid. She’d thought it would be funny, and it had sounded funny in her head. Then again, she felt so exhausted now, she didn’t know. Maybe it had sounded lame.


  Too late now. She made her feet carry her forward again.


  Fortunately, no one was in the break room. These were the end times, as far as she was concerned. She didn’t care if someone saw her wrapped in a fricking towel. They wouldn’t be here more than a day or so longer at any rate. But it might shock someone else.


  Gia found she’d drifted well past the give-a-damn stage.


  She fixed herself a mug of coffee and took it to the bathroom with her. They had two individual full bathrooms with wheelchair-accessible showers, in addition to the locker rooms for both genders. She opted for one of the individual bathrooms today. After using the toilet, she sipped her mug of delicious coffee as steam filled the bathroom.


  Yes, she felt a little guilty about that, because, water conservation.


  Fuck it.


  She’d had the guts to buy some time for anyone left behind by doing something even Chief Baynes probably wouldn’t have done.


  I should have checked on his family.


  Now she felt guilty that she hadn’t done that. She hadn’t checked on the families of the other men who hadn’t reported in after heading south to help out, either. Then again, Baynes was the chief. Had been. Surely he had made provisions, gone over contingencies with them. That was the kind of man he was. The kind of men all of them were. Or, had been.


  I really should do that, though.


  


  * * * *


  


  When they were alone again, the men stared at each other. “I don’t know about you,” Omega said, “but if she’s serious, I’m good with it.”


  Echo nodded. “Me, too.”


  “This going to cause us a problem?”


  “Has it ever before?”


  “Just checking,” Omega said. “You know I like to make sure.”


  Echo glanced at the door, where she’d exited. “Could this be leading where I hope it is?”


  Omega didn’t want to get his hopes up that far. “For now, I’ll settle for getting laid. If she wants more than that, I’m sure the lady will tell us.


  But he damn sure hoped she did.


  


  * * * *


  


  When Gia finished her shower, she thought about getting fully dressed again, then changed her mind.


  Screw it. Either they will, or they won’t.


  She didn’t meet anyone in the hallway as she marched down the corridor, towel tightly wrapped around her, shower bag over her shoulder, bulletproof vest in one hand and her mug of coffee in the other.


  Taking a deep breath, she walked into her office…


  And found herself alone.


  Well, damn.


  She was standing there trying to decide how to process that, fighting off her disappointment and wondering whether it meant they weren’t interested after all and had skedaddled, or what, when the door opened.


  She turned. Omega and Echo practically filled the doorway. Omega entered first, Echo on his heels and closing and locking it behind them.


  Her breath caught in her throat.


  Both men smiled. Omega held up a couple of condom pouches. “You still want to see how stiff you can make something?”


  Heart racing, she nodded.


  The men walked over. Echo took her vest and dropped it on the floor, and took the mug of coffee from her and set it on the file cabinet next to her while Omega relieved her of the shower bag and set it on the floor.


  Gulp.


  Omega stood in front of her while Echo stood behind her. “You need to say it. We need to hear you say it.”


  She wasn’t sure she could say anything at that point because her damn mouth had gone dry again.


  But she tried. “I wouldn’t mind fooling around with you two, if you’re up to it.”


  Omega stepped forward, pressing her against Echo. His brown gaze burned down into her eyes. “How’s that feel? That feel like we’re up for it, Gia?”


  A soft whine escaped her. She would be in for a world of the good kind of hurt the next morning. Dave had been average in size. These two both felt like they were hung.


  She nodded.


  Echo’s lips scorched her skin as he nibbled along the nape of her neck. She’d need another shower at this rate, because it felt like her pussy was throbbing already and juices were sliding down the insides of her thighs.


  Omega stepped back only so he could take her towel and slowly unwrap it from around her. He took his time, his gaze never leaving hers. “Don’t have a lot of time right now, unfortunately,” he said, “but more than enough time to leave all three of us satisfied at once. You ever been spit-roasted?”


  She had to swallow again and shook her head instead of trying to answer.


  Her nipples pebbled in the cool air as he dropped the towel. He reached up and cupped her breasts, playing with her nipples, his deep brown flesh in stark contrast to her pale skin. “How would you like to come with his cock down your throat and mine sliding up that sweet pussy of yours?”


  She nodded. Yeah, I’m good with that! But the words wouldn’t come.


  He smiled and leaned in, dipping his knees so he could kiss her.


  He started out gently, but then she realized how damn horny she was, how hot these guys were, and how badly she did not want their fun ruined by someone knocking on the door and needing her.


  Quickie now, quality later.


  So she wrapped her arms around his neck and locked lips with him, hooking a leg around one of his so he couldn’t move away.


  Echo grabbed her hips and ground against her bare ass. The feel of his iron bulge, concealed by the coarse fabric of his trousers, nearly drove her over the edge right there. Her clit throbbed, and how sad was she that she couldn’t even remember the last time she’d masturbated?


  Hell, the last time she’d felt like masturbating.


  Echo’s hands traveled around to her belly, down, between her thighs. He swiped two fingers between her pussy lips and she let out a loud moan muffled only by Omega’s mouth on hers.


  “Oh, yeah,” Echo said. “She’s primed.” He slid one, then two fingers inside her cunt lips and started slowly fucking her with them.


  Omega lifted his mouth from hers. “We don’t screw around,” he said. “You want to try this with us, we’re cool with that. But you don’t go messing around with anyone else, either. You get tired of us, you tell us, and we part friends first. Then you’re free to go do whatever you want. Deal?”


  She nodded, a little sanity breaking through. “I’m clean,” she said, “And have a five-year.”


  He smiled. “Well, now that’s good. That means for this round, we don’t need these.” He dropped the condoms onto the floor and then grabbed her hands and put them on the front of his trousers, which looked like they would tear open from the strain. “How about you say hello?”


  Echo let go of her so she could drop to her knees in front of Omega. She practically ripped his trousers open and when she had his cock freed from his briefs, she enjoyed the way his fingers tangled in her short brown hair as she went down on him.


  Oh, yes, she’d be feeling this tomorrow. Nine inches, at least, and thick.


  And she’d enjoy every damn ache and pain.


  He let out a soft hiss. “Easy, baby,” he warned. “Don’t suck one out of me yet. Just a hello kiss to get acquainted. Now Echo. Don’t leave him hanging.”


  Echo stepped up next to Omega and she also eagerly unwrapped him like a kid at Christmas. She kept one hand circled around the base of Omega’s cock, his hips slowly thrusting against her grip as she devoured Echo’s. He wasn’t quite as long as Omega, but a little thicker.


  No complaints from her at all. Both of them put Dave to shame.


  After a moment, he, too, pulled her off his cock. “Over the desk, baby,” he hoarsely said. “Right now.”


  They shoved Baynes’ desk calendar and other items over to the side and lifted her so she was lying facedown over the desk. Echo stood in front of her while Omega stepped between her legs. Her toes barely touched the floor, but she opened her mouth wide, trying to reach Echo’s cock while Omega swiped the head of his cock through her pussy lips and started pressing the head of it in.


  She let out a moan that was only half muffled by Echo’s cock sliding between her lips.


  “Hey,” Echo said. “This won’t work logistically. Turn her over.”


  “Excellent idea.” Both men withdrew. Then they flipped her over onto her back, her head hanging off the edge of the desk.


  Echo reached down and cradled her head so she wasn’t just hanging in space. “Open wide.” She did, and he slid his cock in, not deep enough to gag her, but as if gauging her reaction. “You’re going to get real good at deep throat if you stay with us,” he said, his voice husky and raw. “Nothing hotter than having a beautiful woman impaled between us, cock at both ends and coming all over us.”


  She closed her eyes as Omega slung her legs over his shoulders. She thought he was about to fuck her again, but then his hands clamped around her thighs and she felt warm breath brush against her clit.


  “What a sweet pussy,” he said before he latched onto her clit with his lips.


  The explosion caught her by surprise. Echo’s fingers tightened around her scalp and he eased his cock in a little deeper to muffle her screams of pleasure. “There you go. You needed a little relief, didn’t you? Poor baby, you’ve probably been neglected for too damn long.”


  She sobbed, moaning as wave after wave of pleasure crested through her. Omega’s hands slid up her abdomen and to her breasts, where he started pinching her nipples.


  That set off the second round of explosions.


  Holy…fuck…


  She’d never come this hard in her life. Or multiple times.


  She started squirming on the desk, the sensations overwhelming, too intense for her to take, but the men were serious about their business.


  “No,” Echo said. “You’re going to lie there and enjoy it,” he said. “You obviously haven’t had a real man to take care of your needs, so we’re going to give you a preview of what’s in store for you if you decide to throw your hat in with us.” His voice bore a teasing edge, but since all she could see were his inner thighs and his balls if she opened her eyes, she closed them again and let them have her.


  Not like she was stupid enough to fight them. This was better than even the best sex she’d ever had with Dave, and this was only the appetizer.


  Omega switched it up between playing with her nipples, to finger-fucking her, even teasing her ass with one finger while his thumb slid deep into her pussy. All the while his busy mouth sucked and licked and kept her rolling down one long pleasure wave that Echo kept talking her through.


  Finally, Omega sat up. “What do you think?” he asked Echo.


  “Been nearly ten minutes. I think we’re pushing our luck on time,” he said.


  “Okay.”


  He stood, her ankles on his shoulders, and grabbed his cock, feeding it easily into her well-lubed cunt. He slid all the way in, leaning forward a little as he reached between her legs to find her clit. “Maybe one more.” He rolled her clit back and forth between his fingers, and Echo had to ease his cock deep into her throat once more.


  Echo chuckled. “How’s she feel?”


  “Fucking snug, buddy. Like she was made for us.”


  “Next time, it’s my turn.” He started fucking her mouth as Omega started fucking her pussy with his hands wrapped around her thighs, the two men finding a rhythm she had nothing to do with. They didn’t need her help, and she was shocked when one last, tiny orgasm rippled through her.


  “Aw, now I done gone and did it,” Omega joked.


  “What?” Echo gasped, his cock starting to grow even harder and hotter in her mouth.


  “I think I just fucked one more out of her,” he said.


  Echo let out a tense laugh. “Then we just ruined her for any other men, buddy.” He let out a groan as he took one last thrust in her mouth. “Swallow it all, baby,” he said. “That’s all yours from now on, as long as you want it. Nobody else gets it.”


  She did, the salty, tangy taste far better than she ever remembered Dave’s being.


  Then Omega came, burying his cock deep in her pussy with one last, hard thrust. “Good thing we took it easy on you this time.”


  Echo helped her sit up and Omega pulled her into his arms. He kissed her, and she tasted her juices on his lips. He pulled her legs around his hips and turned, sitting on the desk.


  “You just wait,” Echo warned from the other side of the desk, a wide smile on his face and a twinkle in his blue gaze. “You just wait until we get somewhere we can have a few hours alone with you and we work our cocks into that sweet pussy and that tight ass of yours at the same time.” He leaned across the desk and kissed her. “We do that, you’ll never want any other men, ever again. We promise.”


  Heaven help her, she wanted it right then and knew there was no way they could do it. Too much risk as it was of someone interrupting them.


  Her gaze caught the Baynes family picture lying facedown on the desk, and guilt swept over her. She had responsibilities, and here she was, fucking two practical strangers on her former boss’ desk.


  Buzzkill.


  Now she needed to clean herself up again. She finally untangled herself from Omega, and she realized she was standing there naked while the two men were basically still dressed.


  “I…uh…”


  They laughed. “Need to clean up?” Omega asked.


  She nodded. She grabbed clean clothes, wrapped her towel around her, and ran to the bathroom.


  A few minutes later, she returned freshened up and fully dressed. The men had put themselves together, and pulled her between them, Echo in front of her.


  “Are you okay, Gia?” he asked.


  “Yeah, I’m just…the good kind of shocked.”


  Omega laughed, a deep, rich, rumbling sound. “We’ve had that reaction in the past.”


  “Oh. And here I thought I’d be shocking you.”


  Now both men chuckled. “Honey,” Omega said, “you’d have to be sporting a peen in your pants to shock us.”


  “Why?”


  Echo’s grin spread from ear to ear. “Because we’re straight and you’re hot. And nothing against peen, but we both have one and only want to grope our own, thank you very much.”


  “Yeah,” Omega said. “We’d much prefer you were groping our peens for the long haul.”


  Heat filled her, head to toe. “That sounds like a plan I can get behind.


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  


  It took Gia a few minutes around other people for her cheeks to stop burning. She thought for sure everyone would know what she’d done with the two hunks, but no one acted different.


  Only her.


  “Let’s go take a ride,” she said to the men once she’d eaten and made sure everything was still going as smoothly as possible at the station under the circumstances.


  “Why?” Omega asked.


  “I’ve neglected some duties. I need to go by the chief’s house and check on his wife, for starters. See if she got out okay. Then I should go do some other family checks.”


  “Then let’s go,” Echo said.


  They told Papa they were leaving and headed out in Gia’s official SUV. Her gut tightened the closer they got to Chief Baynes’ house.


  How am I going to break this to his wife?


  Gia hoped it didn’t make her a coward for hoping the woman wasn’t there. Family notification was, by far, the suckiest part of her job.


  Period.


  And Gia didn’t know the woman very well, either. Yes, Gia had met her at holiday parties, official functions, things like that. But it wasn’t like she socialized with the woman.


  “You all right?” Omega asked from his place riding shotgun.


  “Ask me when I get through this,” she darkly said.


  When she turned the final corner and the man’s house came into view, Gia saw a car and an SUV parked in the driveway, both standing there with the doors wide open and obviously in the process of being loaded for a long journey.


  She slid her SUV in at the curb and shut it off, getting out and remembering to open the back door for Echo while Omega exited the passenger side.


  Then a man walked out the front door, his arms laden with boxes, his face hidden by them.


  Gia’s heart sped up, not quite believing what she was seeing. Surely that was one of his sons.


  But when the man reached the car and turned, jumping a little, startled to see her there, he laughed. “Um, hey, Gia.”


  With Omega and Echo close behind her, she walked up to him, completely forgetting that, up until a couple of days earlier, he’d been her boss.


  And, technically, still was. “Um, dude? What the fuck? How long have you been back? Why didn’t you report in?”


  “Look, I logged in from my home computer last night when I made it back, I saw you had taken command, and knew I wasn’t needed.”


  Apparently she’d started to take a swing at him, because before she realized it, both Omega and Echo were struggling to pull Gia back and away from him while his wife came running from the house, drawn out onto their front porch by the commotion.


  “You son of a bitch!” Gia screamed at him. “I had a fucking National Guard kid get his goddamned head blown off! Their friend was shot and killed! And you’re just fucking opting out?”


  “You don’t understand what it’s like out there!” he screamed back “Fucking Kiters all over the place. Like a goddamned horror movie. I was the only one who made it back out from our group, okay? We got separated from the rest of the units and I barely made it out with my life.”


  “You stick tested, man?” Omega asked him.


  Baynes straightened a little. “Excuse me? Just who the hell are you?”


  Omega handed Gia off to Echo, who could barely manage her on his own as she still struggled to get to Baynes to smack him. Omega reached into his pocket and pulled out a portable box of stick tests. “You been exposed. You test clear lately?”


  “Well, I was close to Kiters and fought them, sure, but I wasn’t bitten.”


  Before the man could react, Omega had grabbed his hand and jabbed him with a test strip.


  Gia’s struggles ceased and she looked on in horror as the strip turned blue almost immediately.


  “Get her back,” Omega told Echo. He dropped the test strip and let go of the man’s hand, stepping back and drawing his sidearm, holding it on the man.


  “Just who the hell do you think you are?” Baynes yelled. His wife walked up behind him.


  “We’re military. SOTIF unit. We’re in charge in this area right now. Ma’am, step back. Don’t touch him. He’s blue.” His wife nervously stepped back, staring at her husband with fear in her eyes.


  “That can’t be right,” Baynes said. “Test me again. I didn’t get bit!”


  “Hold out your hand,” Omega quietly ordered.


  Baynes did.


  Omega, without touching him, shook a test strip into his hand. “Ma’am, you, too.”


  She held out a trembling hand and he shook a test strip into her hand as well.


  Echo spoke into Gia’s ear. “You got disinfecting wipes or hand sanitizer in your first aid kit?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Get them.” He released her, and she ran to her unit.


  Meanwhile, both Baynes and his wife tested blue.


  “Motherfucker,” Echo whispered as Gia returned to his side and spotted the positive tests.


  Gia stood there, in shock, the package of wipes in her hand. “Fuck, Rick,” she said. “You fucking came home last night, screwed your wife, and gave it to her, didn’t you?”


  “But I didn’t get bit!” he yelled as his wife broke down crying behind him.


  “Did you even think to test yourself before you came home? You had damn test strips with you!”


  “Doc got better,” Echo softly said, just loudly enough Omega and Gia could hear him.


  “Doc never tested blue, either,” Omega countered. “He stayed clear the whole time. They’re both blue.”


  “Give me another strip,” Baynes said. “It has to be a mistake.”


  Omega tossed the whole box at him and backed up another healthy step toward Gia and Echo. Baynes and his wife tested themselves again. Gia held the open package of wipes out to Omega and he pulled one out with his free hand. He wiped his hands and the butt and grips of his sidearm as well, transferring the gun from one hand to the other to make sure he got everything. Then he took a second wipe and repeated the process, just to make sure.


  He dropped both wipes onto the ground. They stood watching the couple. Baynes’ strip turned blue almost instantly, while it took his wife’s a little time to get there.


  Three more tests for both of them, each with the same result.


  “Rick, this is bad,” Gia said. “You know it is. Have you had contact with your kids?”


  The couple exchanged a glance. “No,” his wife said. “We were supposed to meet up with them in an hour.”


  “You aren’t going to do that now,” Gia said. “You can’t. You’ll infect them all. Your kids, your grandkids.”


  “I don’t feel sick,” Baynes insisted. “I’m fine. Those strips have to be wrong.”


  Gia handed the package wipes off to Echo, reached down, and thumbed the snap on the strap holding her sidearm secure in its holster. She rested her hand on the butt of her weapon. “We have po-clo,” she gently told him. “Just like going to sleep.”


  “Can’t you pretend you didn’t see us? I promise, we won’t touch them.”


  “Really?” Omega asked. “You and your wife want to risk infecting your kids? Grandkids? Seriously? What kind of fucking man are you?”


  “It’s a death sentence,” Echo added. “You know that.”


  “Didn’t you people say someone got better?” Baynes asked. “I heard you.”


  “One our guys caught a mutated form of Kite. But he never tested blue,” Omega said as he lowered his gun. “It was a different strain.”


  “Well, maybe ours is mutated, too,” Baynes insisted. “We can stay here in the house, then, Gia. Send someone to check every day and make sure we’re here until we test clear again. We’ll lock the doors and not let anyone in. Tell the kids to go on, that we’ll catch up with them once we’re sure we’re okay. I swear, we won’t leave the house.”


  “I can’t do that, Rick.”


  “Yes, you can. This will be okay—”


  “This isn’t going to be okay,” Gia said, shifting her weight a little as she turned her left side more toward him. Narrower target, and he couldn’t see how the fingers of her right hand now curled around the grip in preparation to draw. “You know it won’t be okay.”


  “But I didn’t get bit!” he yelled, his face growing red. “I swear!”


  “You get blood on you?” Echo called out.


  “I…” His face went slack.


  “There was blood on your uniform, Rick,” his wife softly said, horror creeping over her expression. “A lot of it.”


  “Shut up, Malley,” he warned her.


  Her jaw trembled. “It was all over your shirt and pants and I washed them last night. I presoaked them in the laundry sink. I used gloves like you told me, but maybe it splashed or something…” She looked ill.


  Well, maybe it hadn’t been his welcome-home fuck that infected her after all.


  Gia started to chide herself for the thought. This was anything but a joking matter.


  But then Rick Baynes bared his teeth at them and reached behind him, and instantaneously Gia knew exactly how this would end. She drew her sidearm and fired before Baynes even cleared his concealed pistol from the holster tucked into the back of his waistband. Even before Omega could bring his gun up.


  Her shot struck Baynes dead center in his forehead and he dropped with a sickening, wet thud. His sidearm hit the grass next to the sidewalk and fortunately didn’t go off.


  Unfortunately, a spray of his blood and brain matter misted his wife standing a few feet behind him.


  Shit.


  Gia maintained her stance, gun up and trained on the fallen man, while Echo eased around and looked without getting too close. He nodded.


  Then the wife began screaming, collapsing to her knees on the sidewalk, hands out in front of her.


  “Just kill me! Please, just kill me, too!”


  Omega holstered his weapon and rested a hand on Gia’s shoulder. “You don’t have to do this. One of us will, if you want.”


  She shook her head. “My first aid kit’s on the tailgate. It’s open. Bring it to me.”


  Gia now trained her weapon on the wife, hoping she didn’t have to shoot her, too. She didn’t want to kill her like this. She hadn’t wanted to shoot Chief Baynes, but she damn sure wasn’t going to let him kill any of them.


  And she couldn’t let them walk out of there knowing they were infected with Kite.


  Omega returned with the kit and held it out. “Echo,” she said, “in the bottom there’s a dark blue zipper pouch. Pre-filled boluses. Get me one, and a set of gloves, please.”


  He did, getting them ready. She traded him her sidearm for the items and he followed her closely over to the sobbing wife, keeping the gun trained on her as he did.


  “Malley,” Gia gently said, “please get up and let’s go inside.” She had to fight her instinct to reach down and help the woman to her feet.


  “Just kill me now,” she sobbed. “Kill me, I don’t want to live without him.”


  “Malley, this will be okay. Just, please, get up, and let’s go inside.”


  Gia didn’t want to have to order her to do it, but she really didn’t want to do this outside, either.


  They’d been taught what to do if they faced a Kiter who wouldn’t comply with orders. Gia had medic training in the past as part of her ongoing first-responder training, and had been trained in how to administer the shots.


  But she didn’t want to force herself to pull that trigger again. Not with the scent of powder still lingering in the air, her ears still ringing from the report.


  And she wouldn’t wimp out, shirk her duty, and ask the men to do it for her, either, even if they had offered.


  Finally, Malley Baynes stumbled to her feet and through the front door, into their living room.


  “Lie down on the sofa,” Gia told her.


  The woman did.


  “Do not move,” Gia warned her. “Do not touch me. This won’t hurt, other than the needle stick. You’ll simply go to sleep. I swear, it’s fast.”


  “Please, tell our kids,” she said.


  Gia nodded. “I’ll put a warning note on the door for them so they don’t come in.”


  Malley nodded. “Thank you. Please, tell them I love them.”


  Gia didn’t want to tie a tourniquet around the woman’s arm. That would mean more contact with her than necessary. “Here,” Echo said, holding out the wipes.


  “Thanks.” She took one and wiped blood off the top of Malley’s left hand, which was closest to Gia. Several veins stood out. She made the stick, pulled the plunger back to insure she’d hit the vein, then slowly began pushing the po-clo.


  “I’m sorry I had to shoot him,” Gia said. “I didn’t want to.”


  “It’s okay, I know you didn’t…” Malley’s voice tapered off, eyes glazed, body falling still.


  Gia still pushed the rest of the po-clo, slowly, wanting to make sure. She’d seen videos during their classes warning them it would be that fast, and not to rush the push for fear of blowing a vein. It’d been different with the two assholes. Those had been executions.


  This was a mercy killing and she didn’t want to fuck it up. She felt she owed the woman that much, at least. Had she checked on her yesterday, Gia might have gotten her out of the city and to safety before her husband returned.


  She tried not to think about the Kite preparation classes she’d taken, with Chief Baynes sitting in the back and observing his officers as they practiced with life-like mannequins.


  There was enough po-clo in each bolus to easily kill three large men, much less a woman Malley’s size.


  Finally, when the syringe was empty, Gia withdrew it and dropped it on the floor. The three of them backed away from the couch and Gia stripped off her gloves, tossing them away from her and holding a hand out for another wipe. Echo dropped one into her palm, she wiped both hands thoroughly, dropped it, and he handed her another. She repeated it and dropped that one, too.


  They backed out of the house and stared at the cooling body of the chief lying on the driveway.


  “Now what?” Echo asked.


  “We can’t just leave him here,” she said. “If for no other reason than I don’t want someone getting exposed. I damn sure don’t want his kids coming looking for him and finding him like this.”


  Omega looked around. “I can’t believe no one came out to look.”


  A functional numbness, combined with physical fatigue and emotional exhaustion, had set in. Gia was now operating strictly on mental autopilot as her training kicked into gear. “They’ve left, or they’re afraid to. Either way, it means less people exposed. Echo, in the back of my rig, there’s a blue plastic tote box. Bring the roll of warning tape, and the plastic sheeting, please. And more gloves.” She’d hoped she’d never have to use any of the items, and had frequently groused about what a pain in the ass it was to carry them around.


  Especially the po-clo. The training for it had creeped her out.


  The reality of it saddened her more than she’d ever imagined possible.


  Working quickly, they rolled the man’s body into the plastic sheeting and dragged him inside the house. They left his body in the foyer and locked the door knob before pulling it closed behind them. Gia ringed the front and back porches with bright orange tape.


  WARNING! KITE EXPOSURE HAZARD! was printed over and over again on the tape, in English and Spanish, with a skull and crossbones. She tied it off to the railings and then for good measure sealed the front door with crime scene evidence seals.


  They wouldn’t stop someone determined to get in, but maybe it would make them take pause.


  Before they left, she got a piece of paper and, in permanent marker, wrote on it: DO NOT ENTER. POSITIVE KITE VICTIMS INSIDE. INFECTION DANGER. To the Baynes family, she added, RICK AND MALLEY BAYNES DECEASED, KITE-POSITIVE. THEY SAID THEY LOVE YOU AND ORDERED YOU NOT TO ENTER THE RESIDENCE AND EXPOSE YOURSELVES.


  They duct-taped it to the front door.


  After stowing everything, they paused before getting into her unit. “What about their stuff in the vehicles?” Echo asked.


  “We can’t risk exposing ourselves any more than we already have,” she said. “Now we need to return to the station and wait.”


  “Let’s hold off on that,” Omega said. “Let’s take a little road trip first.”


  “What?” she and Echo both asked.


  He shrugged. “Been nearly an hour since we were exposed. We need two hours for the first stick test. Why go back right away and have everyone staring at us and possibly infect them?”


  “True,” she said. “But you’d better call Papa on the radio and let him know.”


  “I will.” He smiled. “Know of any good parks around here?”


  “Are you serious? Parks?”


  “Hell, show us around, girl. Not like we’ll be here much longer.” His expression sobered. “One way or another.”


  “Hopefully another,” she said as they all climbed in. “I’d rather my leaving be in a convoy with everyone and not at the end of a po-clo needle.”


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  


  Gia drove them over to Quigley Canyon. A couple of decades earlier, a wildfire had wiped out a neighborhood that wound up and around one of the ridges. With the existing park area already there, the state had purchased the properties from the homeowners and planted the whole ridge and park area with trees and shrubs in an attempt to help prevent erosion and mudslides. They’d succeeded, but future fires had burned much of the vegetation.


  Some of the more tenacious trees and bushes had taken hold, however, refusing to die. There were still a few of the original plantings, and plenty of seedlings and saplings scattered around.


  The best part was the view provided of the eastern side of Santa Clarita.


  They all leaned against the hood of the SUV and took in the view. There were no planes, no cars.


  Other than the smoke off to their southwest, it felt like they were alone.


  “That’s a pretty view,” Echo said.


  “I’ve been known to ride up here and eat lunch or dinner by myself while partaking of the view,” she said.


  She didn’t want to think right now. She knew the risk was low that they’d contract Kite from the little bit of contact they’d had with Baynes and his wife.


  She was also a realist and had seen how quickly and fucktastically things could slide south in a really bad way.


  Nick Edison was proof of that.


  At least she no longer felt bad about fucking on top of Baynes’ desk.


  The family picture, however, still haunted her.


  Especially the thoughts of how close Baynes had come to destroying the entire family he claimed to love.


  “You ever been exposed before?” she asked, walking up to the elephant in the corner and punching it in the snoot.


  “Not us,” Omega said. “Others in our group. Worse than what we had today. Quack and Ak, they were both covered in blood.”


  “So was Tango,” Echo said. “And they were okay. Doc never tested blue.”


  “I can’t believe he didn’t test himself,” she said. “He should have known.”


  “He probably did,” Echo said. “He just didn’t want to admit it to himself.”


  “He exposed his wife. If we hadn’t gone there, they could have spread it to his kids and grandkids.” She felt more than a little sick over that. She’d always looked up to Baynes, thought he was a good leader and boss.


  She never thought he’d ever willfully ignore safety, even when it came to himself and his family. Especially then.


  “Yep,” Omega said. “And all over this region, there are people sneaking out and joining their families and passing Kite along to them. It’s here, and now it’s taken root deep.”


  “The military is probably killing a lot of people who weren’t exposed to Kite,” she said. “By firing on the crowds the way they have. And those riots that were going on before the quake. Maybe they lied about the riots and what was really happening. And…Barstow.”


  And no telling what was in store for the people in or en route to Barstow.


  “Yep,” Echo said. “I’m sure they have, and will.” He pulled his focus from the landscape and turned it on her. “Not a good idea, but remember, they’re looking at even more video than we are from India, Pakistan, China, everywhere over there falling to Kite. They are probably trying a hail Mary. Not saying it’s right, but when they looked at the alternatives, they probably thought they didn’t have any.”


  “There is no way for them to contain it,” Omega said. “A natural disaster is localized. A nuclear bomb would have spread radiation, but still mostly been localized. You get out of the area, it’s not really contagious. The military could move the refugees anywhere. Or something like the anthrax attack, that was much smaller in scale. The flu pandemics, well, you could catch that anywhere. People were staying home, not emigrating to other locations.”


  “They’re herding those people into a blind canyon, basically. In Barstow.”


  “Yep,” the men agreed.


  She felt a little relief once she’d admitted it out loud and they’d confirmed it.


  But only a little.


  They’d called Papa on the radio, told them of their status, and that they wouldn’t be returning right away. Gia thought about how quickly and peacefully Malley had died—well, physically, at least—and knew she’d want to go like that. By her own hand, if necessary.


  She wouldn’t want to expose anyone else.


  “So what else have you done in your life?” Omega asked.


  Gia let out a snort. “Guess it’s kind of silly to worry about classified secrets now, isn’t it?”


  The men, who flanked her on either side, shifted position to stare at her.


  “What?” she asked.


  “Aw, come on, you can’t tease men like that and not fess up,” Omega said.


  She held up her right hand. “Pinky swear?”


  The men laughed, and she laughed with them.


  It felt good to laugh. She only hoped they’d all be around by morning to keep laughing.


  “So what do you want to know about me?” she asked.


  Echo leaned against the SUV. “Well, you know our secret identities, military grunts by day, superheroes by—”


  “Actually,” she said, “I don’t. What are your names?”


  Echo held out his hand and shook with her. “Ray Griffith,” he said in an exaggerated, snooty British accent. “At your service.” He bowed, waving his arm with a flourish.


  “He’s a bit of a drama queen,” Omega said, his arms crossed over his chest. But then he unfolded his enormous limbs and also extended his hand. “Cedric Wall.”


  “So, Ray, Cedric. Here’s a shocker for you. The US is still, as of over fourteen years ago, in possession of nuclear weapons it claims it no longer has.”


  Omega only arched an eyebrow, but Echo’s jaw dropped.


  “No!” He clutched his chest. “Oh. My. Gawd. Seriously? No. Way. Tell me it’s not true!” Then he straightened. “Yeah,” he said blandly. “We knew that.”


  “You did?”


  He nodded. “But it’s not as of fourteen years ago. It’s as of, oh, about six months ago.”


  “We’ve had to do transportation recon for some of the nuke jockeys when they’ve had to move the hot potatoes to new locations,” Omega said.


  She felt a little let down. “Again, here I thought I’d be shocking you.”


  They chuckled and gathered close. “You want us to pretend to be shocked?” Echo asked. “We will if you want us to.”


  “No.” She felt the urge to pout. Hell, she hadn’t pouted since she was a teenager. What the hell was up with that?


  These two brought it out in her. In a good way.


  “Hey,” she said. “Shouldn’t we be, I don’t know, not touching or something while we’re waiting?”


  The men shrugged.


  She really liked it when they did that. Liked the way their muscles rippled under their shirts.


  “I don’t really think it matters,” Omega said. “Either we all have it, or we don’t. I saw what Ak and Quack looked like when they came in. If they didn’t contract it, I doubt we will.”


  “What happened?”


  Echo’s joviality faded. “A guy she used to work with shot her brother. Her brother grabbed her and took the bullet for her. Lima and Quack didn’t see the guy or they would have shot him before he’d had a chance to attack them. She was soaked in her brother’s blood, and so was Quack, transfer contamination from dragging her away from her brother’s body.”


  “Wow.”


  “Worse,” Omega said, “her elderly aunt found out about her brother’s death. Then she killed herself. She had arthritis real bad. Took an overdose of her pain meds. She’d raised them after their parents died. She only hung around because of Ak’s brother.”


  “Why is she called ‘Ak’?”


  Omega smiled. “That’s my fault. A-K. Ass-kicker.”


  “She is that,” Echo said. “She’s also got dibs on castrating Rev. Silo if we get the chance to capture him ourselves.”


  Gia blinked. “Wow. That’s…um…”


  Omega’s smile widened into a playful grin. “Sadistic?”


  “Yeeeaah, I guess that’s one word for it.”


  They stared out at the valley, the warm breeze blowing past them. “So back to that friend of yours,” she started. “Doc. He recovered from Kite?”


  “A mutated strain of it.” Omega detailed what had happened, how Doc had sliced his leg through his protective suit while in the RV, on some equipment that had been in the lab at their safe house in LA when the earthquake hit. Some things in the lab had broken during the quake and exposed the rest of the equipment. Despite their sanitizing everything as best they could before transferring it to the RV, apparently he’d been infected by a less virulent strain.


  Instead of feeling more confident, Gia felt less so. “You’re telling me the strip tests might not even be accurate any longer?”


  “Well,” Omega said, “they’ll tell us if someone definitely has Kite, the main strain of it. The deadliest strain. Whether or not the other deadly strains will be picked up by them now that the virus is mutating is still up in the air. But at least in Doc’s case, he never tested blue, and Q and the rest are pretty certain now it was a mutated version of Kite.”


  “He got sick pretty fast, too,” Echo said. “Faster than the virulent strain. So if we didn’t test blue, if we did catch something, we’d likely feel it quick.”


  “Hmm.” She walked around to the back of her unit and pulled out a blanket. She also fished a couple of items out of the backpack that was now functioning as her purse. Returning to where the men stood at the front of the SUV, she spread the blanket out on the ground, tossed down the condoms, tube of lube, and package of wipes, and started taking off her gun belt.


  “What are you doing?” Echo asked.


  “Well, if we’re exposed and we’ve got it, we’ve got it. If we don’t, we don’t. We’ve all been together anyway. I say screw it, might as well enjoy our wait.” She pulled her shirt off, then her bulletproof vest. “Unless you two just want to stand there and want to watch me masturbate. If that’s the case, no offense, I’d rather be alone.” She stripped off her undershirt and sports bra. “A couple of hours ago, I know I heard someone promise me that if I had both your cocks in me at the same time, I’d never want another man again.”


  The men shared a glance before they started yanking off their clothes.


  “That’s what I thought.”


  When they were all naked on the blanket, warmth from the earth baking up through it, Omega pulled her on top of him in a sixty-nine and started licking her clit while Echo grabbed the tube of lube.


  “Uh, I guess I should of warned you that he takes great pride in eating pussy,” Echo said. “He’s the only man I know who can make a woman safeword from receiving oral.”


  She would have said something in return, but she had a mouthful of Omega’s cock and didn’t want to be rude and speak with her mouth full. Despite her clit still being sensitive from before, she moaned as Omega’s tongue flicked back and forth, already starting tingles deep inside her core.


  He reached up and grabbed her ass cheeks, spreading them so Echo had access.


  “There we go,” Echo said. She felt him drizzle lube down the crack of her ass, then his finger started massaging her rim.


  She and Dave had tried anal a few times while together, sometimes with his cock, sometimes with toys, but it had never felt this good. With Omega’s knowing tongue playing with her clit and totally distracting her, Echo worked one finger into her ass and started fucking her with it.


  In fact, Omega’s fingers dug into her ass cheeks and he redoubled his efforts, his tongue sliding into her pussy and fucking her as Echo’s finger loosened her ass.


  When Omega made her come the first time, Echo was ready and simultaneously worked a second finger into her. That turned the pleasure into a biting pinch of discomfort that Omega quickly soothed away with his mouth.


  Echo went slowly, adding plenty of lube. “Okay, get her over again. I need to add a third so I don’t hurt her.”


  Omega sucked on her clit and she fell over the edge one more time as Echo eased a third finger into her ass. Her moans turned into whines. “I know, baby,” Echo said. “But if you can take three, you can take me.”


  It only took a few moments for Omega to soon have that feeling good, too.


  Real good.


  The thought that she was about to be stuffed with more cock, and have more orgasms, than she’d had in the last year or more of her life flitted through her head before Echo’s hand disappeared. She heard him open the container of wipes. “Turn her around. Let’s do this.”


  She let out a cry as Omega reached under her like she weighed nothing, lifted her up, spun her around, and then settled her pussy down onto his cock.


  He grinned up at her. “Oh, baby, you are perfect.”


  Echo rolled the condom over his cock. He grabbed the lube and knelt behind her. Pushing her down onto Omega with a hand between her shoulder blades, he said, “Okay, I’ll go slow.”


  Omega grabbed her ass cheeks again, spreading them as he kissed her. She closed her eyes and savored this, hoping this wasn’t the last bit of pleasure she’d ever have in her life.


  If it was, at least she’d make it count.


  Echo lubed his condom-clad cock. Then, the thick, hard knob pressed against her ass, seeking entrance.


  She whined a little, her body motionless as he slowly worked it inside her tight ring of muscle.


  “I know, baby. I wish we had a vibrator. We’d have it pressed against your clit and feeling really good before you know it. I’ll have it in you in a minute.” He pressed forward, withdrew a little, then repeated the motion. With each forward bit of progress he gained a little ground, until, eventually, his cock was tightly fisted all the way to the root inside her ass.


  “Okay,” he gasped. “Fuck, baby, you have no idea how good you feel.” He pulled her up and reached around her, finding her clit with his fingers.


  Omega cupped her breasts in his hands and squeezed them, playing with her nipples. “Just sit there and give us one like this,” Omega told her. “Look at me.”


  She forced her gaze to focus on his handsome face, that sexy smile he had, his gorgeous eyes. “You are going to sit there, filled with cock, until you come for us. So quit being stubborn and get that sweet clit of yours in the game. You can’t lie to us and say you don’t have at least one more in you. We can feel you do.”


  The way they took charge melted her. Dave had never done that in bed. At the time she thought he was conscientious.


  Now she realized it was more wishy-washy.


  These men knew what they wanted, knew what they wanted from her, and wouldn’t settle for less.


  “Come on, baby,” Echo murmured in her ear. “I can feel how bad you want it. We both can.”


  She slowly started rocking on their cocks, her gaze fixed on Omega’s, one arm hooked behind her around Echo’s neck.


  “That’s it,” Echo said. “You found your sweet spot, didn’t you?”


  Oh, yes, she had. His fingers were perfectly rolling her clit back and forth, and with his cock pressing Omega’s against her G-spot, and Omega’s fingers pinching her nipples and adding even more pleasure to it, it wasn’t long before she felt one more release starting to gain speed.


  “There you go, baby,” Omega said. “Just ride it on through. All the way. Throw that pretty head of yours back and let us hear how good it is.


  She did. With her head resting against Echo’s shoulder, she closed her eyes and let out a long, moaning cry as the orgasm swelled and burst inside her. Then she was back down on top of Omega, both men fucking her, hard and fast and adding their releases to hers.


  Finally, a moment later, they were lying tangled on their sides on the blanket, quiet, catching their breaths as the warm California breeze swept over them and down the hill, into the valley.


  Echo kissed the back of her neck before slowly, carefully withdrawing. She winced.


  “You okay?” Omega asked.


  “Sore in the good ways,” she said.


  Echo grabbed the wipes, cleaned up himself and her, and then returned to cuddle behind her. “Yeah, you will be, in the morning,” he said.


  “Hopefully,” she quietly added.


  Omega tenderly kissed her. “Have faith.”


  Echo nibbled on the back of her shoulder. “Lots of faith.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Gia couldn’t even lie there and bask in the afterglow of their lovemaking. She heard her radio go off inside the unit, Sharon’s voice calling out to her. “Base to Chief Quick. Over.”


  Dammit. With a sigh, she untangled herself from the men and walked naked over to the driver’s side door and reached in, grabbing the mic.


  “Unit 1 to base. Over.”


  “Gia, Papa needs to talk to you.”


  Then, the man’s voice sounded over the radio. “You three need to return to base now.”


  She guessed they were beyond radio protocols. “Why? I thought we had to wait it out?”


  “Q says negatory. He wants to draw some blood from you three.”


  Now Omega and Echo were standing and walking over to listen. She tried not to be distracted by their naked bodies.


  “Why does he want to do that?” she asked.


  “Because he thinks he has a new test. So please return now. Over and out.”


  She tossed the mic onto the seat and turned to them. “Well?”


  Omega shrugged. “If it means we don’t have to wait the full ten hours, I’m all for it.”


  They pulled their clothes on. Before they climbed back into the SUV, the men sandwiched her between them again. She wouldn’t deny it felt really good to have their bodies bookending her like that.


  Supporting her.


  She’d been independent all her life, even while married. Hell, Dave hadn’t been much of a partner in that regard, when she looked back on it with a brutally honest eye.


  These men felt nothing like what her relationship with Dave had felt like. They felt open. Honest.


  Genuine.


  She was facing Omega. “No matter what happens,” he said, “the three of us, together. Okay?”


  She nodded.


  When he leaned in and kissed her, she wanted to chuck all her responsibilities and say fuck Santa Clarita.


  Hell, if Baynes could do it, why couldn’t she? Why did she have to remain obligated to holding the gates of hell closed against the impending onslaught when no one else seemed to give a damn?


  Echo kissed the back of her neck. “All for one, and all…that…jazz.” He said the last three words in a sing-songy kind of voice.


  “You break into a show tune, I’ll knee you in the nuts.”


  “Wow. That’s a drastic hating on the arts right there, babe.”


  She tipped her head back so she could look into his eyes. Despite his wounded tone, Echo wore a playful smile.


  “You want artsy-fartsy, I’m the wrong girl, sorry. I might be fun-sized, but I’ve had little time for relaxation lately.”


  “Oh, you’re fun-sized, all right,” Echo said, grinding the front of his jeans against her well-fucked ass.


  “We can discuss this later,” Omega said. “Once we get back to the station and let Q poke us.”


  Gia and Echo both snorted.


  “What?” Omega asked.


  “You said ‘poke’,” Echo snickered.


  “Grow up.” His tone belied his words. “This is exactly why I made sergeant before you, bud.”


  “You’re going to feel like a real asshole for saying that if we test positive and they decide to off us.” Echo innocently blinked at him.


  “Do you two always banter like this?” Gia asked.


  “Yep,” they said.


  She shook her head as she untangled herself from between them. “Then I guess I’d better get used to it.”


  “Yep,” they repeated as they followed her into the SUV.


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  


  The Reverend Hannibal Silo, head of the Church of the Rising Sunset, forced himself to keep his smile benign, kind.


  Gentlemanly.


  He damn sure didn’t want to burst out in maniacally gleeful giggles.


  That might creep people out.


  The room of twenty young women and their parents made maintaining his composure difficult. While a few of the prospects weren’t quite as fetching as their pictures from the Church of the Rising Sunset Youth Corps’ files had portrayed, he found many of them were even…


  Hotter.


  All of them were between the ages of just shy of eighteen and no older than nineteen. The ones who were not quite yet eighteen would be so within the month.


  He wanted new wives, but he was no pedophile.


  Today he was lunching at the St. Louis stronghold with these hand-selected young women and their families as a way to narrow his choices down to five finalists. The candidates had been told they were selected for their achievements as part of the Youth Corps.


  They didn’t know they were auditioning to be the next Mrs. Reverend Hannibal Silo.


  Well, that was not on paper, of course. But they’d been raised as active members of the church’s Youth Corps. It was drilled into them that reproducing—after marriage, of course—was a sacred duty for any young person, raising a new batch of children who could go forth and do God’s work.


  That had been Jerald’s idea as well. All the girls were eager to become mothers.


  It was also another prerequisite of the selection process, even though they didn’t realize it at the time. The questionnaires that the girls had filled out as part of their Youth Corps experience revealed whether or not they truly wanted to be parents. Any of them could have easily lied and said yes, but there were other questions, such as how much and in what ways they valued family, that also helped weed out any who might just be saying what they thought the church wanted to hear.


  It was time he start spreading his seed, as the country began descending into an anarchy which he knew only his leadership could pull them out of. He would have a wife at each of the fifteen compounds throughout the country, positioned strategically so that the people he’d safely ensconced in them would be protected from Kite and able to step up and take over the reins of their government once it was safe. Through elections, he would become president.


  And then he could make America the world’s powerhouse. By the time he was ready to settle into retirement in twenty years or so, there would be a new generation, his generation, young and strong and eager to take up the reins of the legacy he was building for them now.


  The only key piece missing was obtaining a Kite vaccine so he could control its distribution. He was sure the damned Drunk Monkeys were in the LA area, but unfortunately that region was now a wasteland.


  Although he wouldn’t shed any tears over it. The events there only helped cover up their actions at a facility they’d secretly set up to infect people with Kite.


  It seemed, however, that their volunteers had failed in their duties. Silo’s contacts at the CDC weren’t indicating any unusual spikes in Kite infections in any of the areas where they’d sent volunteers.


  Today’s luncheon was the first of many he’d attend daily over the next two weeks. He’d left Mary at home, with the day and night nurses being paid extra to stay with her nonstop.


  During part of this junket, he would swing through DC and have a private sit-down with President Kennedy.


  She owed him that much.


  He needed her to drag General Joseph Arliss in, kicking and screaming if necessary, and order him to hand over the Drunk Monkeys and the scientists they were now protecting. Their information, which frustratingly lagged behind current events by several days, indicated they had at least two, possibly three, of the scientists from The List.


  He wanted those damn doctors.


  And Hannibal Silo was not a man used to being refused anything he wanted.


  He certainly wouldn’t allow himself to be stymied at this stage of his plans. And if President Kennedy thought he would, she had another thing coming.


  He held out his hands in a welcoming gesture. “Ladies and gentlemen, and our young representatives of our Youth Corps, welcome. Thank you for attending today.” He smiled. “I’m looking very forward to talking personally with each and every one of you. Getting to know you.”


  Intimately.


  He mentally giggled as his gaze settled on one particularly fetching, blushing blonde who’d already caught his eye in a very favorable way.


  You have no idea how much I’m looking forward to it.


  


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  


  It was sunset when they returned to the station, hanging back outside the garage until Q and Clara emerged, dressed in full protective gear.


  “How do you three feel?” Q asked as Clara prepared to draw blood from them.


  “Other than disgusted by the world at large,” Gia said, “no worse than usual.”


  “You really think you have a new blood test?” Echo asked them.


  Q nodded. “I believe so.” He reached up a gloved hand and made a motion like he was going to shove his glasses up his nose, but his finger bumped up against the protective clear face panel in the hood over his face. He made a few scrunched, odd grimaces Gia realized was him trying to scoot his glasses up a little.


  “In all honesty,” Q said, “I believe it is unlikely you contracted Kite from your contact. There is the possibility blood spatter might have aerosolized and been breathed in, but I doubt it.”


  Clara took the samples and hurried inside with them, leaving Q behind to talk. “The test should only take a moment. We have calibrated a DNA sequencer that we liberated from a lab in the medical center this morning to run these tests for us.”


  “Wait, what?” She looked at Omega and Echo. “What the hell happened while I was asleep this morning?”


  Omega shrugged.


  She really wished he wouldn’t do that. That sexy gesture was her Kryptonite.


  “No one wanted to bother you,” he said. “Me, Tango, Clara, and a couple of others paid a visit to the medical center this morning. It was deserted. Wasn’t like anyone was complaining we were there.”


  “So I take it you all did a little acquisitioning while you were there?”


  He smiled. “I am the unit’s quartermaster. Sort of my job description.”


  A few minutes later, Clara returned, the hood of her protective suit off, a smile on her face, and she flashed them a thumbs-up.


  Q removed his hood and immediately shoved his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “Shall we go inside?”


  “That’s it?” Echo asked. “We’re good? No hourly sticks?”


  “I would like to do another stick test in two hours,” he said, “and draw more blood. But I sincerely doubt you three are infected.”


  “Lucky bastards,” Tango called from the garage doorway. “Should make you wait naked, outside, in the farking rain.”


  He wore a smile, and from his tone Gia guessed there was a story. “Context?”


  “He was exposed in Australia,” Echo said. “We told you that story.”


  “Ah. Okay.”


  Papa met them as they were parking the SUV and rolling the garage door down behind them. “Welcome back,” he said. “My plan is for us to leave tomorrow morning, shortly after sunrise. Victor thinks he’s got enough fuel in the bird he can scout the road north across the mountains and back. Hopefully find us a good hiding spot for tomorrow night before we hit Bakersfield. We’ll let everyone get a good night’s sleep, plenty of rack time, and hit the road refreshed and ready to roll.”


  “Sounds like a plan.” She headed inside to her office, Omega and Echo following her. She needed to repack all her gear and get it loaded into her official SUV. But first, she wanted to see if there was anything else she could do to help out her officers. Maybe fix payroll somehow to keep it going.


  While online, for the hell of it, she logged in to the traffic camera system again. She’d expected to see long lines of taillights from cars streaming into Barstow, but no, nothing.


  Frowning, she pulled up another view. Then she switched over to infrared.


  Nothing. Oh, the cameras were working and still transmitting, but the road was deserted. It looked like the National Guard had shut down the 15 between Victorville and Barstow.


  What the hell?


  With growing unease, she checked for general system alerts. There were plenty on local levels, mostly about stations no longer online, but one passed along by someone claiming to be from CHP’s emergency management department puzzled her. The timestamp was only two hours old.


  By order of the military, I-15 and other secondary roads between Victorville and Barstow are closed in both directions to all civilian traffic from dusk to dawn, effective immediately. Only military, law enforcement, or approved civilian relief agencies may be driving during the prohibited times.


  Ooookaay. That made zero sense to her. Just like creating a civilian refugee camp in Barstow had never been part of their disaster drills, neither had this. The Mojave Freeway between those two points was, for the most part, flat and easy to drive. If anything, they might want people on it at night instead of during the day, due to cooler temps at night. Less likely for vehicles to overheat.


  Then again, they aren’t paying me to know what the hell they’re doing. Not in my job description.


  She wondered if she needed to write up a formal resignation letter for herself.


  Fuck it. She’d leave her own pay set to keep going, too. Screw it. She gave herself a raise while she was at it.


  Not like she’d ever collect a dime from them in pension at this point. She might as well get as much as she could. She used a national bank chain, so she knew she could access her account from anywhere that was still up and running. Some of her fellow officers might not be as lucky.


  Again, not my problem.


  The thought struck her again that she wasn’t sure she liked how hardened she’d become. Especially to this situation.


  Shouldn’t it be affecting me more than it is?


  Or maybe this was how the results chose to manifest themselves in her brain.


  Deciding she didn’t want to think about that, she finished packing her shit and got some chow in her. Before she knew it, it was close to midnight.


  Papa walked in and found her in the lobby, going over some last things with Sharon.


  “Why are you still up?” he asked.


  “I know. I should be heading to bed soon. Why are you still up?”


  He smiled. “Thought I’d finally grab a shower while the grabbin’s good.”


  “Smart man.” She laughed. “I feel as useless as a CHP on the 15 right now.”


  He frowned, shouldering his towel. “Why?”


  “Damnedest thing, they closed the roads between Victorville and Barstow from dusk till dawn.”


  She didn’t like how he suddenly switched into full alert mode. “What? When?”


  “Um, today.”


  “You didn’t think to tell me that? Wait here.” Before she could explain, he was off and running, hollering for Alpha.


  Sharon looked up at her. “Oops.”


  “Knock it off.”


  Papa and all the Drunk Monkeys crowded into the lobby moments later, some of them looking like they’d been awakened out of sound sleeps.


  She felt a little bad about that but didn’t have time to think about it, because Papa was having her tell the full story and pull up the alert on the lobby computer.


  As he read it, his gaze narrowed. “This is not good.”


  “No shit,” Alpha muttered. “Damned bad, I’d say.”


  “It’s just a stupid road closure. Why is this such a big deal?”


  The two men glared at her. “Seriously?” they parroted.


  “We might want to think about leaving immediately,” Papa said. “Their next step might be to backtrack into the valley and take out everyone as they clear territory.”


  “What?”


  Now everybody started talking at once. She leaned against the counter, wincing at the feel of her personal cell phone digging into her ass. She’d fished it out of her pocket and was trying to get everyone to shut the fark up so she could think when her the cell rang in her hand. It shocked her so much she almost dropped it.


  Fumbling it, she finally got it turned face-up so she could see who was calling.


  It was Dave. “Hello?” she said, confused that he’d be calling her now, and startled that it even had reception when she thought the towers had died.


  “Gia?” It wasn’t Dave, but a terrified and slightly familiar-sounding woman.


  “Who is this?”


  “It’s…it’s Linda. I’m really scared.”


  Dark, unpleasant thoughts started swirling through Gia’s gut. “Where are you? What’s going on?”


  “We’re in Barstow.” The woman coughed. “Dave’s sick. I can’t find anyone to help him. I’m pregnant, three months. I think I’m sick, too.”


  Gia closed her eyes, her free hand now rubbing her temple. All she could do was offer the poor woman a little comfort. “What about the Red Cross doctors at the tent city? Can you go see them?”


  “They’re gone. They all left about an hour ago. So did most of the National Guard. They didn’t tell anyone they were leaving, they just pulled out. I heard them, but I thought it was like a shift change or something. I went to look for a doctor but they told me to go back to my tent. They said nothing was wrong, that more people would be back in the morning, but I don’t believe them. I think something really bad’s going to happen. There’s only like a couple dozen soldiers around now. And most of them look sick.”


  “Linda, where’s the bus you guys arrived in?”


  “It’s gone. The Guard said all the busses had to be disinfected, so they took them, any big trucks and vans. Said they needed them to go back to the city and move more people out tomorrow.”


  Shit. Gia suspected she knew exactly what would happen next.


  “Listen to me. Can you get any other car? Get Dave and get out of there?”


  “I looked.” Linda started crying. “They all have flat tires. It’s like someone went through and punched holes in them. Gia, what’s going on?”


  Gia sank into one of the chairs in the lobby. “Look, it’s in the middle of the night. Why don’t you go back to your tent and see how Dave and you both feel in the morning?”


  “But I don’t… Wait, what’s that?”


  Dread ratcheted up Gia’s tension. “What’s what?”


  “I… I hear something.” Gia heard a noise over the connection, like the other woman was walking. “The power’s out in Barstow, but I see lights and I hear something.”


  “Like what?”


  “Like planes.”


  “Linda, you need to—”


  “They are planes. They look like they’re coming from Edwards. There’s several of them.”


  It wasn’t like Gia could tell the girl to run. Hopefully, whatever they were about to dump on them would take care of them in one fell swoop without leaving suffering survivors behind who’d have to be picked off one by one.


  In fact, Gia was pretty much counting on the US government not wanting to leave any witnesses behind.


  “Linda, you should go back to bed,” she gently said.


  “And there’s helicopters coming, too. I can see them off in the distance, over the desert. Does this mean they’re bringing in more doctors now?”


  “You should go back to your tent and sit with Dave.”


  “There’s a bunch of them. I don’t under—”


  Gia flinched as she heard the sound of a massive explosion, and then the phone went dead. She didn’t bother trying to call Linda back, either. Dropping the phone into her lap, she took a deep breath and let it out again before opening her eyes.


  Echo, Omega, and the others stood over her, concern on their faces. “What’s going on?” Omega quietly asked.


  “Just wait a minute.” Gia thought—she hoped—that they hadn’t used nukes. Hopefully they’d used thermobaric bombs that would kill everyone in the tent city instantaneously. Bombs that made the old MOAB devices of the early twenty-first century look like firecrackers.


  Nukes wouldn’t let them quickly fix the railroads out there that would be damaged by the blast. Then again, maybe that was their cover. Easy to say that a train full of propane cars went up unexpectedly. Horrible tragedy. Maybe even blame it on rioters camped out in the tent city amongst the other refugees. Or even call it a domestic terrorist action. Anything.


  The helos were likely equipped with FLIR that would easily spot any survivors running out into the desert so they could be picked off by gunners. She could already imagine them taking up a perimeter around the main target area, safely out of the initial blast radius and then easing in to keep a watchful eye from their safe perch.


  A mild tremor vibrated through their building.


  “What the hell?” Echo muttered. “Another aftershock?”


  The sick laugh burped free of Gia before she could stop it. “No. That was Barstow.”


  The men exchanged a look. “Fuck,” Omega said.


  


  * * * *


  


  Gia didn’t know what she expected to find, but she logged into the secure system database anyway, just in case. Her gut told her they wouldn’t vaporize the LA basin the way they had the tent city. The terrain would make that impossible, for starters. But she suspected there would soon be strict cordons set up around the area, and anyone trying to get out would be killed, and anyone trying to get in would be turned around.


  Or killed.


  With Omega, Echo, Papa, Alpha, and Lima in tow, Gia headed for her office and quickly logged in to the system. She was surprised to find Traverson had posted an update in the secure system a few hours earlier, just before the publicly accessible CHP order had been posted. In all caps, too, which wasn’t normal for him.


  ALL PERSONNEL ORDERED OUT OF BARSTOW EFFECTIVE IMMEDIATELY. REPORT IN AS POSSIBLE. MILITARY PERSONNEL EMBEDDED WITH LOCAL LAW ENFORCEMENT ARE TO REPORT TO EDWARDS AFB IF NO OTHER COMMAND UNIT IS LOCATED.


  Well, what do you know about that?


  “So it was deliberate,” Papa said. His expression looked even more grim than his tone sounded.


  “Of course it was,” she said. “They posted this order in the secure database, not the general one the public can access for status updates, like the CHP did with the road closure. All those potential carriers of Kite? No way in hell they’d let them move around the country.”


  Gia wondered how many people in Barstow had actually been exposed to Kite before they got there. How many had developed it in the cramped quarters of the refugee camp, or during transport there. And how many infected people had gotten out of the LA area and spread the disease elsewhere already?


  She damn sure wasn’t about to post an updated status about their station. The less attention she drew to them, the better. Best they think their station was out of the loop. It would give them more time to get the hell out of Dodge.


  Logging off, she hoped she hadn’t screwed up by logging in in the first place.


  “Hey,” Lima said. “Check this out.” He held the tablet out so they could see it.


  From one of the newswire services, a “report” that a massive propane tanker train explosion had just occurred in Barstow in the vicinity of the refugee camp.


  No source was listed for the report, and no casualty estimates had yet been given, although a large and tragic loss of life was expected.


  “Here’s what’s worse.” He pulled up another page.


  “What’s that?” Gia asked.


  “DoD satellite feed.”


  “You’re connected into a secure satellite feed?”


  “Yeah,” he said as if it was normal. “Why?”


  “Never mind.”


  “Just watch.”


  He hit play, and the explosion bloomed into horrible life out of the darkness.


  “Now this view.”


  “I’d rather not,” she weakly said.


  “Yes, you do.” This was an IR feed. In this version, the tent city was plainly visible, set up surrounding the main railhead area, the tracks running through the middle of it. And there was the train, over thirty propane tank cars on it, from her best guess.


  But even worse were the oil tankers she spotted interspersed with them.


  A big boom, followed by an even bigger burn.


  Helicopters were visible swooping around the far reaches of the region when several missiles streaked in and then…


  She closed her eyes, trying not to imagine how many innocent people had just died.


  “Turn it off,” Papa quietly said.


  Gia opened her eyes as Lima shut off the feed.


  “Well, that settles it,” Papa said. “I think stopping in Castaic for a day or two to regroup is totally out of the question. We need to leave the region before they have time to shut down the roads to the north of here. If they’re willing to set up an excuse to kill a camp full of over a million innocent people without bothering to test them for Kite, they’ll start picking people off one-by-one who leave the area.” He looked at Gia. “Your thoughts?”


  “We absolutely need to get the hell out of here,” she said. “Time to pull up stakes and leave. Now.”


  “How soon can you get everyone notified?”


  She shrugged. “I only had ten deputies report for duty tonight. I can pull them in and cut them loose. I warned them at the start of their shift that this would be their last.”


  “Okay. And tomorrow?”


  “Yeah, I seriously doubt that’s going to be an issue. I’ll leave a note for anyone who does bother to show up. Station’s down to less than a quarter tank of fuel for the backup genny. Once that goes, it’s pointless trying to run this place for an extended period of time on solar or wind. They can’t handle anything more than the radios, computers, security, and the well pump.”


  “Can we be out of here in two hours?”


  “I know I can.”


  “What about your friend Sharon?”


  “She’s still welcomed, right?” Gia asked.


  “Yes. I meant can she be ready?”


  “I am ready,” Sharon said from the doorway. “Been ready for a couple of days to blow this pop stand.”


  He glanced at his watch. “Then let’s call it 03:00 hours that we’ll be rolling north.”


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  


  Gia awakened and gathered the National Guard kids together to let them know the change of plans.


  She didn’t tell them about Barstow’s destruction yet.


  There’d be more than enough time for that bad news once they safely left Santa Clarita. “We’re rolling out of here at 03:00.”


  “We are still going with you, right?” one of the ROTC kids asked. His worried tone chipped away at the stony outer shell encasing her heart.


  “Well, yeah. At least as far as Redding, if that’s your question.”


  They all looked at each other. “We want to take Nick back to his mom.”


  She couldn’t afford to let heartache seep in right at that moment. “I know. We will. That’s part of the plan. Part of my plan, at least.”


  “What do we do after that?” another one asked.


  “If you’re asking me what your next orders are, honestly, I can’t tell you. I would suggest reporting in at your base in Redding and go from there. Feel free to tell them I ordered you all back up there once everything went to hell here.”


  “But what about the orders to go to Edwards? I thought you said—”


  “Yeah, and you can blame it on me, okay? You were put under my command. You are following my orders. Got it?” She didn’t have the heart to send them to Edwards. No telling what level of hell they’d get dropped into if she did.


  “Yes, ma’am,” they replied.


  “Look, I know some of you are rethinking your decision to join the Guard in the first place. I don’t blame you. I probably wouldn’t be a happy camper if I was still in right now, either. But I refuse to order you guys to your deaths. That’s not my job. If some other commander wants to do that, that’s on his conscience. My intention is to get you all safely back to Redding. From that point…” She shrugged. “I wish you well, but I consider getting you back to Redding the end of my responsibilities. I’m certainly not going to be reporting anything to the military about your status or whereabouts.”


  Mike walked up behind her. “Can I come with you guys, too?”


  She turned. “Have you been at the station this whole time?”


  “Yes, ma’am. I’m single. No family.”


  “Okay, sure. We’ll drop you in Redding, too, if that’s where you want to go.”


  “I just want to go anywhere that’s not here, and go with a group of people so I’m not traveling alone.”


  “Smart guy. Okay, so get packed and be ready to go at 03:00 hours. We’re clearing out of here with or without you.”


  After recalling her deputies and contacting as many of the others as she could, Gia gathered the rest of her gear and stowed it in her vehicle. She’d drive her official SUV. Their thinking was, for now, it might be better to have the appearance of official blessings on their convoy. A couple of the others would bring some of the other marked SUVs, and impounded SUVs and trucks, too. The National Guard kids would follow behind and bring up the rear.


  The unit had swapped out a few of their older, less reliable vehicles and would leave them behind. Every drop of fuel that could be was drained from the other vehicles, they’d topped off all the vehicles in the convoy from the station’s tank, and they’d filled all their spare fuel cans to the brim. Now, every vehicle in the convoy was a solar hybrid, which might prove necessary later on depending on where they ended up.


  As Gia stood beside her unit, a case of the shakes hit her. She braced herself against the SUV, eyes closed, trying to breathe her way through it. Yes, she’d suspected something very bad would happen in Barstow.


  She’d hoped it wouldn’t. Somehow, she’d never accepted they would really do something that morally reprehensible and cold-hearted.


  That the military had easily incinerated a million or more people, in one fell swoop, that was…


  Inconceivable.


  She would be having a rather heated discussion with General Arliss, if she ever got to meet him face-to-face. She didn’t think he had anything to do with the orders that had been issued, but if he did, he had a knuckle sandwich coming.


  “Gia?” Echo’s soft voice startled her. She turned around to find his blue gaze intently focused on her. “You all right?”


  She started to nod, then shook her head. He enfolded her against his chest.


  She wanted to cry. Wanted to rail and scream and sob.


  All she could do was take a deep breath of him, close her eyes, and try not to think about the horrible images from the satellite view.


  “We’ll get through this one day at a time,” he whispered in her hair.


  “I’m not sure I can do it in that big of a chunk.”


  “You’ve done good here, lady,” he said. “You handled a lot far better than most would have. You did your best.”


  “It wasn’t good enough.”


  “It damn sure was. Anyone still left in the valley, they’re not your problem.”


  Omega joined them. “I don’t feel like I did enough,” she said.


  “You did more than enough,” Omega assured her. “And we’re proud of you.”


  


  * * * *


  


  There would be one final briefing just before they loaded up and rolled out. Before they could, however, Lima waved them over to his vehicle. “Check this out.”


  They all gathered around to watch the video on the tablet, where Lima had hooked it up to a small external speaker to boost the sound. The young woman reading the news looked rattled.


  “And on top of the ongoing crisis in Los Angeles comes word now from US military intelligence sources that Russia might be planning an invasion of the US and Canada via Alaska.”


  Uncle snorted. “They can have Alaska for all I care. Frozen goddamned tundra.”


  “Amen,” Gia agreed.


  Papa shushed them.


  “Requests for comments from the Pentagon and the White House have as of yet been ignored. But the sources, more than one, corroborated each other independently. Yet one more worry for embattled president Charlotte Kennedy, who faces reelection in…”


  “Seriously?” Gia practically yelled. “People are fucking dying, the military is blowing up whole towns full of refugees, and the reporters are talking about next year’s elections? Did anyone warn them that if Kite isn’t brought under control by then that there might not be any elections next fall?”


  Echo pulled her into his arms. “Preaching to the choir, baby.”


  “It’s a distraction,” Omega said. “Chances are, that was news to Russia. The government and media conglomerates want something larger than LA to take over the top news slot for a while so people start forgetting that LA and Barstow are history. There’s still a lot of people in SoCal who are living on borrowed time before Kite, violence, or maybe even troops kill them.”


  “They’re right,” Pandora said, crossing her arms over her chest. “I’ve seen stuff like that happen before. Never thought anything of it, of course. Not when you’re deep inside the newsroom. But now, as an outsider, I can remember plenty of times where there would be some bad news locally, or even nationally, and then almost immediately something worse, somewhere else, took top billing and attention. I never used to be a conspiracy theorist. How naive I was.”


  “Holy crap,” Gia said. She hated politics and politicians now more than ever.


  “Wait,” Lima said, drawing their attention again.


  The male anchor took over. “The military also refuses comment on a growing topic that started in a few fringe blogs and has now begun seeping its way into the mainstream. Rumors are flying that there is a military special operations team, nicknamed the Drunk Monkeys, who apparently are on a mission to locate scientists from The List. Depending on which set of reports you believe, either they have found some of the scientists and are protecting them so they can find a vaccine for Kite, or they are holding them hostage and preventing the vaccine from making it into the proper channels. Initial polls report a 75-25 split in favor of the Drunk Monkeys being on a clandestine mission of good. When asked for comment about the existence of the Special Operations and Tactical Infiltration Force units, General Joseph Arliss of the Pentagon denied any knowledge and refused to comment on the rumors. But there has been a public outpouring of support for the mythical team’s success, even if its existence is still in question…”


  “Huh,” Alpha said. “What do you know about that?”


  “Bubba called that one right,” Papa said. “He guessed that Silo and their team might try a misinformation campaign about us, so he jumped ahead of them and started spreading the word about us and what we’re doing. Good call on his part.”


  “Kind of beats the whole purpose of being a secret unit, doesn’t it?” Gia asked. “That’s like inviting reporters to cover drug raids on live TV, and having them show the outsides of the buildings and the officers’ positions before they charge in. Sort of gives away the element of surprise.”


  “Nobody trusts the government anymore,” Papa said. “The more rumors we can put out there in our favor, the better. Because if the wrong people do somehow get their hands on us, it’ll be harder for Silo’s people or the government to keep it a secret.”


  “Genie’s out of that bottle already,” she said.


  “Exactly.”


  She turned to Pandora. “You are keeping track of all this, right?”


  “Oh, you bet your ass I am,” she said. “This is going to be a helluva book when we get through it.”


  “If we get through it,” Gia said.


  “When,” pretty much everyone else corrected her.


  Papa stepped forward. “One thing you’ll have to learn, Chief, is that failure is never an option for us.”


  “Uh-oh,” Annie teased. “Someone just got their code name.”


  Gia was confused by Annie’s remark at first, then she scowled as she turned on him. “Really?”


  Papa grinned. “Hey, everyone gets a code name, Chief.”


  “Yeah? Well, why can’t I pick it?”


  “You don’t get to pick your own name,” Omega told her. “Not in this unit.”


  “Dammit.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Papa ordered Lima to jump on the sat-link and see what else he could scrounge up about them before they got on the road. While Lima did that, Papa stood behind Gia at the computer in the lobby and studied the service map of the county’s sheriff stations over her shoulder.


  More stations than ever were showing up black or red. Almost a complete system shutdown, even into the eastern part of the LA valley basin.


  “Is there a special button or something you need to push to shut everything down here?” he asked her.


  “Nope. A couple of my daytime guys said they’re hanging out for an extra day or two. I’ll leave it up and running for them. We clear out the armory?”


  “Yep. Omega went shopping on the LASD’s dime, so to speak. Hope you don’t mind we went through the evidence rooms, too. Found some useful things.”


  “Better us than some looter. Won’t be any trials held in LA county for months or years.”


  “If that,” Papa said. “I hope you don’t regret leaving,” he added. “You went above and beyond. You have nothing to be ashamed of.”


  She thought about Nick Edison, whose body rested in a secured transport coffin in the back of one of the National Guard trucks.


  And the sight of Annie, Roscoe, and Niner standing outside over Mark’s grave a little while ago, paying their final respects to their friend before the convoy pulled out.


  Even Malley Baynes had been willing to forgive Gia for shooting her husband in front of her.


  She looked up at him. “So is it going to get easier, or harder, from here on out?”


  Papa shrugged. “I’m not a psychic. And it’s all relative. To me, this part of the journey has actually been a cakewalk. Although I know I risk jinxing us by saying that. I’m sorry we lost Sparky, but he volunteered to go on the recon mission. He went fast, and he went fighting. I think that’s the way he would have preferred it, if he’d had a choice in the matter. But the rest of my people are alive and well, our special packages are still safe and sound, and it looks like they might have actually made some important advances in their research over the past few days. That’s a check in the win column, far as I’m concerned.”


  They assembled in the garage again while Lima finished checking his sources.


  “Hope we don’t run out of supplies,” Gia said.


  “We’ll be okay,” Omega said. “Remember, the rest of the western coast isn’t a disaster zone. Might be some food shortages in some places, but for the most part, people’s lives are continuing on as usual. This is just a bunch of video on their TVs or their computers to them. Unless they have family in the area they can’t get hold of. We’ve got plenty of food and if we run low, we’ll find or buy more. Or even go hunting.”


  “As long as we’re not eating chicken of the cave,” Echo muttered.


  “What?” Pandora asked.


  “Bats,” Gia said.


  Pandora let out a burp and looked like she was about to yak all over her shoes. “Sorry,” she finally said, “but I’ll shoot a damn Kiter and eat one of them first.”


  “Won’t be necessary,” Omega told her. “Have I let y’all down yet?” he asked her.


  “No, I’ll admit we’ve never lacked for food nor water while in your care,” Pandora drawled.


  “Just indoor plumbing,” Clara teased.


  “That,” Omega said, “would be logistics.” He pointed at Uni.


  “What? Me? Oh, no. I make sure we and our shit gets where it needs to go. That’s my job.”


  “Yeah,” Omega said. “My point exactly. Where we need to go.” He grinned.


  “We’re ready to pull out,” Papa said. “Victor, you sure you want to fly that bird at night?”


  The pilot shrugged. “We got the night vision and stuff figured out now. Uni’s going to be my spotter. We’ll find a place for the convoy to stop before Bakersfield.”


  Gia let Omega drive. Her vehicle would lead the convoy, at least until they reached the junction with Highway 99. By then they suspected either the road would be clear, or they’d run up against a military roadblock.


  All she wanted to do was lie back and go to sleep, even though her nerves wouldn’t allow her to. By her watch, it was 3:06 a.m. when they opened the back gate for the last time and the convoy rolled out. Victor and Uni lifted off in the chopper and headed north. Sharon was sharing another marked SUV unit with Mike and following somewhere toward the rear of the convoy.


  Gia gave Omega directions to the on ramp where the 5 met the old Magic Mountain Parkway.


  “Settle back and rest,” Omega told her. “We’ll take it from here.”


  She wanted to. The deep, full-body weariness had settled in again. Painfully so.


  And not the good kinds of aches and pains from making love to the two men, either. Not the fun kinds.


  She closed her eyes, even though no sleep was forthcoming. Her mind raced, going over things, trying to remember if there was anything she’d forgotten.


  Not that I can do anything about it now.


  Behind them an inky, unfamiliar darkness that had once been Santa Clarita fell away into her past.


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  


  There were no roadblocks stopping them from leaving the area. In fact, they didn’t stop for anything until they made a planned turnoff just before noon, when they pulled into the closed Stone Lakes Wildlife Refuge just south of Sacramento. Roscoe easily picked the gate’s padlock, letting them all in before closing it behind them and putting a combo lock of their own on the chain.


  Over the past century and a half, what had started out as a delta grasslands region surrounded by farmland had grown into a woodland area, thick stands of trees blocking the view from the road and nearby properties and providing them with a perfect secluded hiding spot not far from a metropolitan area.


  “You sure no one will find us here?” Gia asked Uni, who’d flown ahead, refueled, and returned with the announcement about the hiding place.


  “Pretty sure. Lima helped me scope it out. US Fish and Wildlife has shut down public access to all their parks and refuges as of three months ago because of Kite. All the National Parks Service, Fish and Wildlife, and Forestry folks have been drafted to help support local state law enforcement departments in their regions.”


  “Sometimes they have rangers who live on-site.”


  “Not here. Not as of a couple of years ago, at least. Looked deserted to me.” He grinned. “We did our research, Chief. Don’t worry. This is what we do. Besides, we’ll only be here a day at the most. Just long enough to get into Sacramento, grab any last supplies we might need, and hit the road again.”


  Which reminded her. She walked down the convoy and found Papa.


  “We’ve got to stop in Redding on our way north, so figure that into your timeframe,” Gia told him.


  “Why?”


  She nodded toward the National Guardsmen. “Their guy, Nick. All he wanted to do was get back to Redding, so I want to make sure that happens. One way, or another. And I want to be a part of it.”


  Papa grimly nodded. “Then we’ll make sure we stop in Redding tomorrow and give him a proper burial there,” he said. Do they know who his family is?”


  “Yeah.”


  Normally, the trip from the LA area to Redding would take eight hours if the traffic wasn’t bad and someone drove straight through. But with the stop in Sacramento to take inventory and resupply their growing band of misfits, it would be dark before they arrived at their current rate anyway, so Papa ordered them to prepare for an overnight at the park.


  Not to mention, they all needed the downtime. Gia, especially, was finding it difficult to keep her emotions reined in now that she was no longer responsible for Santa Clarita and its citizens. Since she hadn’t gotten any real sleep the night before, her energy tank level had dropped back into the red zone.


  Omega and Echo would be part of the team traveling into Sacramento to scout for a few things the scientists had on their wish lists that they hadn’t been able to find in Santa Clarita.


  The men helped her set up their tent in the shade of a tree right next to her SUV. “We’ll be back before you know it,” Omega told her. “Try to get some sleep.”


  “Yeah, you won’t even miss us,” Echo said.


  She laughed, a weary kind of sound that almost physically hurt her to make. “You’re right, because I’ll be asleep.” She kissed them both. “Make it back safe. Love ya.” She froze, realizing what she’d just said.


  The men had also frozen, staring at her.


  She swallowed hard to form spit. “Sorry,” she said. “That was…” She considered it. “You know what? No, I’m not sorry I said it. Maybe a year ago, saying that would have been stupid this fast, but not now. Who knows what the hell will happen. Maybe this is the only kind of love I’ll ever get again in my life. Or maybe twenty years from now the three of us will still be together.”


  Omega smiled, pulling her to him and kissing her. “Then I love you, too, baby.”


  Echo grinned and took his turn, her heart pounding as he kissed her. “Love you, too.”


  Then they departed, leaving her standing there and wide awake when moments earlier she’d been ready to collapse.


  She climbed into the tent, staying fully dressed, and laid her gun belt by the head of her bedroll. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and hoped for sleep.


  


  * * * *


  


  It must have worked, because when she next opened her eyes, Echo was peeking his head through the tent flap, and it was full dark outside.


  “You awake yet?”


  She sat up and rubbed at her eyes. “Holy crap. What time is it?”


  “Nearly nine.”


  “At night?”


  “Not the next morning.” He climbed in. “You want some chow?”


  Her stomach rumbled. “Yeah, thanks.”


  She grabbed a package of wipes, found a bush to squat behind, and cleaned up as best she could. Hell, she’d been through worse conditions than squatting over a hole when an MP.


  This was practically luxury by comparison.


  She joined her men out in the middle of the small group of tents where everyone who wasn’t on watch or grabbing rack time had gathered. Echo handed her a warmed MRE. “Here you go.”


  She leaned in for a kiss, marveling how right it felt being with these two men, even as the rest of her world had undergone such immense upheaval. “Thank you.”


  After eating, the three of them took advantage of a makeshift hose shower someone had rigged up with a tarp as a privacy curtain. The water from the spigot was warm enough. As they took turns holding the hose for each other, she started playing with their cocks, getting them hard until Omega finally turned her around, pushed her down to her hands and knees in the wet, muddy grass, and started fucking her.


  Her laughter turned into moans that Echo quickly silenced with his cock in her mouth.


  Omega lightly smacked her ass. “You tease us, you get fucked, baby. Lesson number one.”


  She moaned, wanting to come but not quite having enough traction on her clit to get there. Echo had his hands buried in her hair and eagerly fucked her mouth. There was no participation required on her part at this point, because the men were fully in control and fucking her.


  Only when they’d both come did they flip her over onto her back. Echo knelt over her mouth. “Open up, baby.”


  She did, and he lowered his balls into her mouth. “Lick ’em good and you’ll get seconds.”


  She felt Omega lowering himself between her legs, his breath warm against her clit. “No, she’ll get my load in her mouth next time, and you get to fuck her. Fair’s fair.”


  “Oh, true.”


  Omega made her come several times. So hard, that she forgot she was lying in muddy grass, with people just yards away who could walk around the tarp at any time and see what they were doing.


  She’d just softly moaned her way around Echo’s balls, through one more orgasm, when Omega sat up. “Switch.”


  They flipped her around, onto her hands and knees again, this time with Omega sliding his cock into her mouth.


  “There you go,” Omega softly said as Echo fucked his revived cock hard and deep inside her. “Obviously we haven’t been keeping you well fucked if you were that horny. Our bad.”


  “We’ll have to take turns driving,” Echo said, his voice low and punctuated by soft grunts as he thrust his cock into her cunt. “One of us can have you naked and spread out in the backseat, eating that sweet pussy of yours, while the other one drives.”


  Echo slowed his thrusts, reached around her, and found her clit. “Suck him deep, baby, because you’re going to come again for us.” He pressed his cock into her cunt, all the way in as he played with her clit, and sure enough, he pulled one more from her.


  Holy. Fuck.


  She gave up trying to figure out whatever magic it was the men could do.


  All that mattered to her is that they were interested in doing it with her.


  “There she comes,” Omega said. “Maybe we can have her riding our cocks in the backseat, too, just sit there with her in our lap, always keep a cock buried in her.”


  “At least for a couple of hours at a time,” Echo said. “Baby, you have no fucking idea how dry we’ve been lately. You will be one well-fucked woman for the immediate future. You get tired of it, you’ll have to tell us you need a break. Otherwise, you so much as bend over in front of us and you’re getting this sweet…pussy…filled.” And with that said, he did just that, adding a load of his cum to her cunt while Omega emptied his balls down her throat.


  After a moment, they helped her up, completely pleased with themselves and unapologetic that they had to help her rinse mud off her.


  Echo leaned in and kissed her as he reached up and tweaked one of her nipples. “Are you really going to complain about getting fucked too much?”


  She couldn’t lie to them. “No,” she whispered, her face heating as she realized that, without the crushing responsibility of Santa Clarita weighing her down, she had found her missing libido.


  Woo-hoo.


  Both men grinned. “Didn’t think so,” Omega said.


  They both nailed her one more time in the tent later that night, simply rolling her over and fucking her, hard and fast, while the other would play with her clit while sucking on her nipples.


  No asking involved.


  They didn’t need to.


  And she loved it.


  Even more, she realized the truth of what she’d said earlier.


  She loved them.


  


  * * * *


  


  Echo lay there, Gia cradled between their naked bodies, listening to both her and Omega, the way their breathing slowed and deepened.


  No, he’d never been a big believer in love at first sight. Maybe this hadn’t been at first sight, but it was close enough.


  He just hoped that, once they survived this crazy apocalypse and stopped it cold in its tracks, that she still wanted them as much as she appeared to right now.


  He wouldn’t blame her if she didn’t, but he suspected it would break his heart and Omega’s. They’d talked about it while on the run for supplies.


  They were in firm agreement that she was theirs for as long as she wanted to be. Sure it could work. It was working so far for four other triads.


  Why not them?


  Omega was his best friend in the world, the brother he never had. It felt right sharing her with him.


  It felt like it would be wrong not to share her.


  He closed his eyes, settling in to sleep. He wouldn’t allow himself to think in any other way except that they would all survive this and then go on to have a happy, calm life together somewhere, where the most dangerous decision they had to face was whether or not to risk double-teaming Gia after she’d eaten beans.


  Chapter Thirty


  


  The mood of everyone in the caravan was somber the next afternoon when they rolled into Redding. Nick Edison’s mother actually lived west of town, in the small community of Shasta. Papa had ridden with Gia, Omega, and Echo, now following the National Guard vehicles. Four other men from the Drunk Monkeys, Juju, Delta, Uncle, and Zed, had also followed in another SUV, while everyone else remained back on the main road with the rest of the caravan, parked in a grocery store lot and awaiting their return.


  Papa led the group of Guardsmen up Marsha Edison’s front door and knocked.


  Gia stood back, leaning against her unit with Omega and Echo flanking her.


  “I feel like I should be the one doing that,” she said, low enough only they could hear her.


  “He’s the ranking officer, babe,” Omega reminded her. “His call. You’re officially off duty.”


  She’d actually told Papa she would make the notification, but he’d overruled her, citing that Nick had technically been military. If she really wanted to fight him on it, she could, but he felt she’d been through enough already.


  Gia felt badly she didn’t have the emotional fight in her to argue, but let him do it.


  As they watched, the woman began sobbing. Papa hugged the woman, holding her, as Gia tried not to break down into tears, too.


  No, guess I’m not as cold and hard as I thought I was.


  It was good to know some shred of humanity remained in her. She’d had serious doubts there for a while.


  While in Sacramento, Omega had obtained an American flag. They’d draped Nick’s coffin with it while stopped in the parking lot, before they’d rolled up in front of Marsha Edison’s home.


  Eventually, Papa led her down her front walk and to the truck, where eight of the Guardsmen gently unloaded the casket.


  Gia came to attention, as did the others. Papa kept one arm around the woman’s waist, the other holding her hand as he quietly talked to her. She laid her hand on top of the casket and nodded at something he said, then pointed back to the house.


  Papa nodded to one of the Guardsmen, and the rest of them broke formation, grabbed shovels from another truck, and followed them as they walked around the side of the house.


  In somber silence, Gia, Echo, and Omega brought up the rear. The other four men helped the National Guardsmen dig where the woman indicated, and in less than an hour, they had the grave ready.


  The pallbearers, who to their credit held the casket the entire time despite Nick’s mother telling them they could set it on the ground, carefully moved forward as everyone else stood at attention again. Papa, with Uncle’s help, carefully folded the flag and presented it to the grieving mother.


  “I’m sorry we couldn’t give him the full military honors he deserves, ma’am,” he told her. “He died a soldier, trying to save lives. He did good. You have every reason to be proud of him.”


  She nodded as she clutched the flag to her chest.


  The men carefully eased the casket into the ground and then waited for Papa to give them the okay.


  First, Marsha Edison grabbed a handful of dirt and tossed it in. Then Papa gently guided her away from the grave and gave an “at ease” order before leading the mother inside through the back door.


  The rest of them watched as they filled in the grave, then carefully replaced the sod on top of it as best they could. When they finished, Gia, Omega, and Echo were turning to head back to their vehicle when Papa emerged from the back door of the house and called to them.


  She took a deep breath. With her men following close behind, she ascended the steps and followed him into the house.


  Marsha Edison sat on her sofa, clutching the flag to her chest. She looked up at Gia. “He said you were there when Nick died.”


  “Yes, ma’am. I’m really sorry.”


  “Thank you.” She looked down at the flag in her arms. “He didn’t suffer?”


  “No, ma’am. He didn’t know what happened. It was fast.”


  Gia jammed her hands into her pockets and felt the dog tag there. While she’d planned on keeping it, she realized she couldn’t. She pulled it from her pocket and stepped over to the mother. “This was his,” she said, pressing it into the woman’s palm. “I’m so, so sorry. He was a good man. He was going to help me save the town.”


  Marsha let out a sad laugh as she examined the dog tag. “He loved playing soldier as a kid. His dad was in the military. He was killed in action when Nick was four. I didn’t want him enlisting, but he wouldn’t have it any other way.” Her fingers closed around the dog tag. “He saved lives?”


  “Yes, ma’am. He didn’t get to finish what he helped me start, but I know he would have if…” Gia took a breath. “He was there with us in spirit.”


  “I was worried he might have been caught in Barstow in that explosion,” she said. “There were a lot of National Guardsmen killed. Horrible accident,” she said, anger encroaching her tone. “You’d think they would have been smart enough to move a tanker train out of the area! I can’t believe how stupid they were.”


  Papa exchanged a glance with Gia, over the grieving mother’s head.


  “I wish I could tell you more,” Gia said, “but I only knew Nick less than a day. I know he seemed like a good guy. A nice guy. You can be proud of him.”


  “And you killed the men who killed him?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  A shuddering sigh escaped Marsha. “Good.”


  Papa called in the National Guardsmen. “Ma’am, I’m sorry, but we have an urgent mission. We’re going to leave them here with you, and they’ll return to their post when they need to.” He reached out and squeezed her hand. “I’m sorry we had to meet under such horrible circumstances, and I’m sorry we can’t stay longer.”


  “It’s all right.” She stared up at him. “Wait a minute.” She looked at him, then at Omega and Echo. “You all aren’t part of that special ops group, are you?”


  Gia gave Papa credit for quick thinking and an even better ability to lie. “Us? No ma’am. We’re just grunts.”


  She looked a little disappointed. “I read about this unit called the Drunk Monkeys. They’re protecting the scientists who are working on a cure for that horrible virus. I hoped maybe you all were them.”


  Papa smiled. “Not us, sorry.”


  Gia hoped the National Guardsmen would honor their oath Papa had made them swear not to reveal anything about them or their mission or anything they’d seen.


  That to do anything else would have been an insult to their friend.


  It didn’t hurt that they’d all lied to the Guardsmen and told them their next stop was Salt Lake City.


  Bubba already had a few safeguards in place. If Salt Lake City suddenly popped up anywhere in the echo chamber, he and General Arliss would know someone had talked, and that there was still a leak somewhere in his food chain.


  If Salt Lake City was never mentioned, they could reasonably assume that, for the time being, they’d stopped all the leaks. Or that the Guardsmen had kept their word.


  It didn’t necessarily mean they would be able to come in from the cold, unfortunately. Not until Arliss knew he could secure a safe facility for the scientists to work from without fear of them being taken into custody by some other government entity beyond his realm of influence.


  As they all stood around by Gia’s unit, Papa let out a deep breath. “Now let’s get the hell out of here,” he said. “No disrespect to our fallen man, but we’ve got three fragile, perishable packages we need to get into a secure safe house ASAP.”


  Chapter Thirty-One


  


  The Reverend Hannibal Silo never liked to be kept waiting.


  Even by the President of the United States.


  Especially not when he’d had to undergo the humiliating experience of being tested for Kite, quarantined for three hours, then tested again before being allowed to enter the White House.


  He’d played a key role in getting Charlotte Kennedy elected. She’d do well to remember that.


  Still, he bore all of that with calm grace and poise, knowing that not only was he being watched by people, but by a vast, sophisticated security system far more intricate than the one at the church headquarters. It wouldn’t do for him to be caught on video acting like an ass and then it having splashed everywhere.


  Must remind myself to make sure Jerald installs cell phone jammers in my condos at the various strongholds.


  He wouldn’t want any of his new wives able to make calls or send out video or audio once they were ensconced in their places.


  As young as they were, and after all his years of experience dealing with Mary, he knew he’d have no trouble molding them into his ideal perfections of what a wife should be.


  Still, a little insurance never hurt.


  Finally, he was escorted into a small sitting room where the president welcomed him with a smile and a friendly handshake. “Reverend Silo, it’s so nice to see you.”


  “Likewise, Madame President.” He waited for the Secret Service agents to retreat to the far sides of the room, far enough away they were out of earshot if Silo and the president kept their voices low. “I have come today to speak with you on an urgent matter.”


  “There are lots of urgent matters in the world right now, Reverend.”


  “I’m talking about Kite. And finding a vaccine. There are…certain agents in your government who are determined to keep the vaccine a secret from the world.”


  She frowned. “And you know this how?”


  “You have a General Joseph Arliss, who is in command of the SOTIF program. One of his teams has been locating scientists from The List. Their original orders were to bring those scientists in from the cold and turn them over.”


  She dropped all pretenses, lowering her voice to a whisper. “What are you saying?”


  “The only person with the authority to order Arliss to turn over those scientists is you. Now my church has scientists and lab facilities in secure locations throughout the country. We’ve been frantically searching for a vaccine, but have yet to be successful. If those scientists were put under our protection…”


  He stared her down, letting her fill in the dots. “But what about the CDC?” she finally asked.


  He smiled. “Well, of course they would keep the CDC informed of their progress. But let’s be honest. When has the government truly been able to ever efficiently deliver relief to the many? It’s usually faith-based operations who step in and perform the bulk of the work in disasters, is it not?”


  He raised his voice to normal levels. “By the way, how is your daughter doing?”


  He let those words hang in the air.


  Charlotte Kennedy’s eyes widened as his meaning finally struck home.


  He nodded ever so slightly. Then he nonchalantly examined his cuticles. “Isn’t she supposed to get married soon? My, I’m sure I’d love to meet her fiancé. He must be a charming man. I’m sure we’d have a lot to talk about.”


  Charlotte Kennedy blanched as he met her gaze again.


  She slowly nodded. “I’ll see what I can do,” she softly said.


  “You do that, ma’am.” He stood, offering her his hand. “I’m sure you have plenty of things to be doing, so I’ll get out of your way.”


  She stared up at him for a moment before standing and nodding, eventually taking his hand. “Yes, sorry I can’t talk longer.”


  He almost giggled. No, actually she looked like she wanted to run out of the room and puke on her shoes. He wasn’t worried about her taking retribution against him.


  He had fail-safes in place to prevent that. Like the warning that if he ever did mysteriously die, that there were people who would immediately unleash all the information he had to the media.


  And that would make the blast at Barstow look like a dry fart by comparison.


  A Secret Service agent led him out to the entrance and passed him off to yet another who escorted him down to the main entrance where his rented car and driver were waiting. Jerald was back at the plane and working on finalizing more of the logistics of taping his sermons at the next compound.


  “Where to now, Reverend?” the man asked.


  He smiled. “To the airport, please. My plane is waiting to take me to my next stop.”


  He settled back in his seat, fighting the urge to break out into excited giggles.


  He couldn’t help it. The look of utter fear and hopelessness on a woman’s face turned his crank. Always had.


  Hey, if she didn’t want to be in that position, she should have made sure her whorish daughter had been implanted with a five-year before sending her off to college. The girl wasn’t forced to sleep with that boy. In fact, he’d given the young man explicit instructions not to force her, and to take as much time as necessary to seduce her. That it must be completely voluntary on her part.


  And it had been.


  Had taken less than two weeks, as a matter of fact, and had been her idea, not his.


  Even better.


  If word of the president’s daughter’s abortion went public, her party and her conservative base would drop her like a dirty diaper.


  He felt more than a little pride to know his brides would be special, pure girls who had never sullied themselves before they lost their virginity to him.


  I wonder how many of them I can get pregnant on their first night?


  Dr. Isley would be carefully tracking all their monthly cycles as part of their health care program once they’d been selected and the girls had agreed to become his brides. Hannibal would make sure their first nights were undertaken in their most fertile time of the month, and then scrump like bunnies with them for the next couple of days just to make sure he had the best chance of it taking.


  Oh, they’d know pleasure. They would beg for more from him. Just like he’d trained fear and loathing into Mary regarding sex, his girls would know nothing but soothing, loving pleasure when in bed with him.


  After they received their discipline, of course.


  But not as harshly as Mary had received it over the years. They were already trained to obey him as a messenger of God. And to obey their own fathers.


  It would take very little to train them to be obedient wives for him, the mothers of his blessed children.


  Closing his eyes, he let out a content sigh.


  Yes, it will be a whole new world.


  Chapter Thirty-Two


  


  They took their time going north, spending four days camping out south of Portland and waiting to hear back from Bubba to make sure no one was onto them.


  Either the National Guardsmen hadn’t said anything, or Arliss’ food chain was once again secure, or maybe both.


  It was after Bubba gave them the go-ahead to proceed north again that they returned to the road. And before they’d even crossed from Portland, Oregon, into Vancouver, Washington, he’d rented them a building in Lower Queen Anne, just northwest of where the remnants of the old Space Needle still lay in Seattle from its collapse fifty years earlier following an earthquake.


  Papa and Uni scouted ahead before the rest of the convoy moved into town. They arrived just before dark, close to nine o’clock that night, and all of their vehicles easily fit inside the enclosed parking garage at the base of the building. It was an older office building four stories high if you counted the garage level, forty years old, and vacant nearly a year. No furniture, but it had running water and lights, courtesy of Bubba, and was rented in the name of a guy from New York who didn’t exist outside of a computer.


  It also had a small kitchen area, and two full bathrooms with showers, in addition to wash rooms on every floor.


  By midnight, Gia and her men had showers and were collapsing on their bedrolls in the empty office they’d claimed on what was technically the second floor.


  After kissing them good night, she closed her eyes and wondered if she’d finally be able to relax enough to get a full night’s sleep. On the road, she’d taken her fair share of nighttime watches, and it felt like she’d never again have a regular sleep pattern.


  Gia was glad to be proven wrong when she opened her eyes to grey dawn light the next morning, and the sounds of Omega and Echo softly snoring on either side of her.


  Her mind raced, freewheeling for a moment, before she realized, no, there wasn’t a damn thing she had to do that morning.


  The night before, Papa had told her and Annie, and their men, that they had the next two days off for recharging. He’d give the others all their own version of two-day leave after that.


  She appreciated it, even if it felt very strange not to have any responsibilities.


  That hadn’t happened in…years.


  Especially not in the six months following her divorce, where even on her days off she’d usually stopped by the station to check on things, or even went in to work other shifts for people.


  It also felt good not to be on the road anymore. Real good. And if they were right, they might have a couple of months in the area before needing to pull up stakes and leaving. Papa didn’t want them stranded there with winter storms that would block the high passes along the roads heading west.


  But for right now, they were safe, secure, and hidden in Seattle.


  She sat up and felt a hand grab her arm. “Where you think you’re going?” Echo mumbled.


  She’d started to answer him, but then Omega was also sitting up. Then, somehow, she ended up on top of Echo in a sixty-nine, while Omega was fucking her pussy.


  And that was the last time she tried to think about anything for the next two hours. The men let her leave their shared bed only to run to the bathroom. After they each had their turn, it was another round of vigorous fucking and sucking.


  It was good having two men who were six years younger than her. No complaints from her at all.


  At one point, when they had her on her hands and knees again between them, Echo’s cock up her ass, this time, and Omega’s in her mouth, Echo traced a circle at the base of her spine. “You know,” he said, slowing his strokes, “I think she needs our unit tat right here,” he said.


  She whined around Omega’s cock because the vibrator they’d picked up during their shopping trip in Sacramento was happily humming away inside her pussy and making her come over and over again.


  Echo and Omega both had the tribal monkey tattoo that all the other Drunk Monkeys had in the middle of their shoulders, a few inches below their necks.


  “I like the way you think, brother,” Omega said. “I bet we can find a tattoo parlor in town who will do it for us. Maybe the other women want to get them, too.”


  She would do it if they asked, because she already knew there wasn’t much she would refuse them.


  Not just because they fucked her so well, either. But because in their time on the road, they’d opened up to her and told her about themselves. And she’d finally opened up to them in ways she realized she never had, or could, with Dave.


  One more orgasm rippled through her body, triggered by the vibrator.


  Echo laughed. “Oh, I love the way her ass squeezes my cock when she comes.”


  “And the way she moans around my cock when she comes,” Omega added.


  They finally took pity on her and came, Omega giving her a mouthful of cum while Echo filled the condom in her ass. After cleaning her and himself up, Echo went in search of coffee and breakfast to bring up for them.


  She wasn’t going to be allowed out of the room that morning, she’d been told. Only to use the bathroom.


  And even then, they didn’t want her wearing clothes, only the towel.


  She stretched out on the bedroll, pressed against Omega’s body. He lay on his right side, propped up on his elbow, his left hand flat on her tummy.


  “One day, maybe once this is all over, the three of us can talk about what’s next.”


  She laced her fingers through his. “Like?”


  He lifted an eyebrow. “Kids.”


  Her heart raced, a flurry of emotions suddenly roaring through her. “Okay.”


  “Is that a yes, or a no?”


  She nodded.


  His sweet smile warmed her, filled her. He leaned in and kissed her. “Guess we won’t have any trouble telling which one of us is the daddy when we do, huh?”


  An image flashed through her brain, of a beautiful little girl with caramel skin, her light blue eyes, and gorgeous, curly brown hair, standing next to a little boy with Echo’s gorgeous blue eyes and her pale complexion.


  Suddenly, she wanted that more than anything in the world and swore to herself she’d do whatever it took to make sure the three of them survived and made it come true.


  “Babe?”


  She grabbed his head and kissed him, pulling him on top of her. Within a couple of minutes he was hard again and sliding his cock deep inside her.


  And she was wishing she didn’t have a five-year.


  Then again, this wasn’t yet a world she wanted to bring babies into. Not until they finished their mission and made it safe.


  Omega cradled her in his arms, his hands hooked under her shoulders and clasped together behind her head. He smiled down at her. “Baby, you just wait. We settle down, we’re fucking you every day, all day long, until it takes and one of us gets you.”


  He was just finishing up, leaving her not quite there and really horny for more, when Echo walked in. “Okay, I’ve got—Oh, nice. You couldn’t even wait?”


  He kicked the door shut with his foot and set the tray of food and coffee on the floor. He shoved down his shorts and joined them on the bedrolls just as Omega’s body stiffened and he put yet one more load inside her.


  She pushed Echo down onto the bedroll and climbed on. Omega knelt behind her and played with her clit as she rode Echo’s cock. “One more, guys, before we eat.”


  Omega nipped her on the ear. “Then we’ll get cleaned up again and eat you.”


  The deep, velvety purr of his voice pushed her over the edge as much as his fingers on her clit. Echo grabbed her hips, fucking up into her pussy fast and hard, trying to catch up.


  Then she was once again catching her breath.


  “You realize I’m six years older than you both, right?” she finally teased when she caught her breath.


  “You don’t seem to be having any trouble keeping up with us right now,” Echo said.


  “Yeah,” Omega said, grinning with smug satisfaction. “Seems like you jumped both of us that last go-round.”


  He was right. She had.


  Helllooo, libido. Where the hell you been? Good to have you back.


  She grinned. “I guess I did at that.”


  Chapter Thirty-Three


  


  The next morning, Gia stood on the building’s roof, a steaming mug of coffee in hand, and stared out over Puget Sound toward Bainbridge Island. It was beautiful here, so different from the Pacific she’d grown up with and lived near for most of her life, excluding her time in the military.


  And the air was crystal clear without a hint of smog. To the south, Mt. Rainier’s summit was plainly visible. Compared to the brown, dead landscape of California, Seattle, despite being more than rundown and dilapidated in some areas, was a lush paradise.


  Pandora had already moved all her plants into locations on the roof and had restarted her food garden project. Never having had the luxury of time or real estate to garden, Gia was looking forward to helping her with it.


  She winced as she shifted position. She had managed to get out of bed and get a shower and coffee without waking her men, miracle of miracles.


  She was sore in all the good ways, but knew once their second day of leave was over, they’d be back to a more normal schedule that likely wouldn’t leave as much time for horsing around. Even the men had admitted as much the night before during a brief break in their activities.


  So she’d enjoy all these aches and pains while she had them. It beat the alternative.


  And she’d lived the alternative.


  Q, Sin, and Canuck had already reassembled their lab in an office on the first floor, and with help from Ak had installed extra sinks and another shower, in a partitioned entrance area that could act as a decontamination area.


  They were here for a while, at least.


  Gia didn’t bother turning around when Omega joined her, the warmth from his body washing through her as he wrapped his arms around her. He kissed the side of her neck.


  “You look deep in thought, sweetheart.”


  “You might say that.”


  “Worried?”


  “Always. No different than usual.”


  “What is it?”


  She shrugged. “What does it say about the world and the crisis we’re now facing that today feels like a heavenly vacation by comparison, and all I’m doing is enjoying a steaming hot cup of coffee after my hot shower?”


  “It’s all in the perspective,” he said, turning her so she faced him. “Could be easier times ahead. Could be worse. They could find a vaccine tomorrow and once they can get the word out, our mission’s over.”


  “And then what? There’s still a lot of Kite around the world. A lot of terrorists.”


  He shrugged. “My concern is what the military tells me it is, and I have a feeling that Arliss isn’t going to worry about what’s going on in a lot of formerly hot sections of the globe. I heard at the last estimate that India’s down to under five million people total. Pakistan has less than two million. The Middle East is faring even worse. The militants will be more concerned about ruining things in their part of their own countries than they will be trying to cross the oceans and start stuff here in this hemisphere.”


  “I hope you’re right,” she said, resting her head against his chest. She loved feeling swallowed by his arms.


  She heard the door to the roof open again. “Ah, there you are.” Echo walked over, bookending their embrace. “Good morning, sweet thang.”


  She laughed. “You’ve been spending too much time talking to Tango and Alpha with their drawls,” she said. “Kansas boys shouldn’t sound like that.”


  He nuzzled the back of her neck. “No, I should sound like I’m fucking your brains out, but you’re up here. So how am I supposed to do that?”


  “Do you ever think about anything but sex?”


  “Not when I’m not getting my ass shot at, no. I don’t need to.” He nibbled again. Sweet ripples of desire swept across her flesh. “And we’ve still got a whole day of free time to play. What more could a person ask for?”


  “A Kite vaccine and a well-supplied vacation cabin in the middle of nowhere next to a well-stocked trout pond.”


  Omega laughed, the deep sound rumbling through her. “A girl after my own heart.”


  “You didn’t grow up trout fishing,” Echo said. “You grew up in LA.”


  “I can learn, can’t I? Sounds like a great plan to me. One of these days, we’ll all be talking about our next step, and it won’t have anything to do with Kite.”


  “I hope,” she quietly said.


  Echo took the mug of coffee from her. “I think it’s time we take your mind off your troubles.”


  “The only trouble we’re going to have, buddy, is if you don’t give me that mug back.”


  He took a sip and then held it out of her reach. “Mmm, it sure is good coffee.”


  “Dammit, Echo. That’s not funny.”


  Omega stepped back. “Dude, I’m so not helping you if she takes you down. You just don’t mess with a person’s coffee. That’s wrong on so many levels.”


  Echo grinned at her. “Oh, I think she wouldn’t hurt me.”


  She hooked a leg around his, pulling his knee from behind and making him fall.


  On his way down, she swiped the mug from his hand, barely spilling any of it.


  As he hit the roof, she planted a foot in his back. “I love you, but let me tell you something. You ever take my coffee away from me again, I will rip your nuts off, no matter how much I love them.”


  Omega laughed. “Warned you.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Unless something drastic changed, they would remain in their safe house for a couple of months, at least. That would hopefully give the three scientists time to make progress with all the data and samples they’d taken from the church facility back in Los Angeles.


  “We almost missed Independence Day,” Gia said as she snuggled next to Omega on their bedroll. “You know that? It’s next week.”


  “Hadn’t even thought about it,” Echo said. “Been thinking day-to-day, sometimes not past hour-by-hour.”


  “Almost a year since TMFU,” Omega said, pulling her on top of him and sliding his cock home inside her pussy. “Doesn’t feel like it.”


  “Yeah, it does,” Echo said, climbing onto the bedroll with them. “Feels like a decade has gone by.”


  It felt…weird to be able to relax.


  Weird in the good way, but still weird not to have daily reports, or court hearings, or witness statements, or any of the other daily minutiae that had comprised her life before everything finally fell apart at the seams.


  “I feel like I should be doing something,” she said, bracing her palms against Omega’s chest. She loved the light dusting of curly brown hair over his pecs, the sharp contrast between their skin.


  The way it felt like either man could practically wear her during sex, like they were joined together in a way she’d never felt before. A damn good way.


  She liked it even more that Omega finally shaved his head again.


  “You are doing something,” Omega said with a cheeky grin. “You’re about to get your brains fucked out, baby.”


  “Again,” Echo added.


  She tweaked Omega’s left nipple. “You know what I mean.”


  Echo grabbed her and pulled her back, making her lean against him and stretching her body, exposing her clit. He cupped her breasts in his hands, rolling her tender nipples between his thumbs and fingers. “Look at that poor, swollen clit of yours,” he said. “Looks like someone’s been getting fucked real good lately.”


  “Yeah,” Omega said, his fingers latching on to her clit and gently tugging it. “But I bet we can still coax another one out of this poor, abused clit, can’t we?”


  She whined, knowing the answer to that.


  Of course they could. And they would.


  They were nothing if not persistent.


  At that angle Omega’s cock hit her G-spot with every slow stroke he took. Between him flexing his hips and playing with her clit, she quickly surged toward another release.


  “I love the way your pussy squeezes my cock when you come, baby,” Omega said. He wore a pleased grin but didn’t stop playing with her clit, even as she started coming. “I love knowing we’re giving you something you’ve never had before. Making you feel so good in ways you never felt before. You have no idea how good that makes us feel.”


  “Not just good, baby,” Echo said. “Proud, too.” He gave another, firm squeeze to her breasts before his hands drifted down to her belly and stroked her flesh. “And one day, we’re going to have you just like this, but you’re going to have a sweet, beautiful baby belly on you. And we’re still going to want to fuck your beautiful body until you finally tell us no.”


  His hands returned to her nipples. He pinched them, hard, as he nipped the side of her neck, a little trick the men had accidentally discovered would send her over the edge every time.


  And sure enough, she fell, letting out a cry as her orgasm hit her.


  “Mmmhmm,” Echo mumbled against her neck.


  “That’s our girl,” Omega said. “You just think about milking our cocks with that sweet pussy of yours. We’re never going to get tired of this.”


  Frankly, she couldn’t envision a time she would ever get tired of it, either. Not after what she’d been through before meeting them.


  After they were satisfied that she’d finished, Omega came, then in a well-practiced move, Echo lifted her hips, pulling her off Omega’s cock so he could slide his into her. He pushed her down onto Omega’s chest and fucked her hard and fast, even as the last echoes of her orgasm spiraled through her.


  Omega grabbed a handful of her hair. “Get you to the point where we make you feel so good all the time you’ll be begging us to suck our cocks even if you don’t feel like being fucked, baby,” he said. “Have you begging one or both of us to lick that sweet clit of yours.”


  That sensitive, swollen clit was rubbing against Omega. Between that, his words, and Echo’s perfect fucking, one last, small climax rippled through her.


  Echo laughed. “You were right,” he said. “We ruined her for any other men.” And at that he finished, leaning forward to kiss the back of her neck. “Lucky for us.”


  She smiled against Omega’s chest. “Lucky for me, you mean. I’m glad you sweet-talked me into joining this barrel of monkeys.”


  Both men groaned, but laughed, kissing her.


  As long as nothing went wrong, they had the next several weeks in Seattle to sate their new relationship energy. But she suspected even once that had run its course that the three of them likely would have a vigorous sex life, circumstances permitting.


  Not that she was complaining.


  Not in the least.


  Chapter Thirty-Four


  


  Papa looked up as the newest set of lovebirds finished their latest round of boinking.


  Alpha had looked, too. “Holy fuck,” he muttered. “Those two are like a couple of rabbits. They’re going to break that poor woman.”


  “I don’t hear her complaining,” Papa said, studying the tablet.


  Uncle and Zed, also in on this planning session, never bothered to take their attention away from the tablet. “Try having a room next to them,” Uncle grumbled.


  Papa returned his focus to the Seattle map in front of them. “The two SOTIF teams swept this area,” he said, indicating several neighborhoods in and around the old SeaTac airport complex, “and this area,” he said, indicating another. “Following the information retrieved from the files at the clinic, they also swept here and here.” He indicated two other areas. “No sign of her.”


  “And no new cases of Kite reported, huh?” Zed asked.


  “Not yet.”


  “What does that mean?” Uncle asked.


  “Don’t know. Could be any number of things. Seattle is a much smaller city than LA. Less than two hundred thousand here at last census. They strictly test every ship coming in, every commercial airplane. It was only because they flew them in general aviation that she slipped by.”


  “How do we know she’s not just decomposing in a ditch somewhere?” Alpha asked. “Or she became fish food in Puget Sound?”


  “We don’t. But we need to start sweeps of these areas again, and other areas. Check the local homeless shelters, everywhere. Silo doesn’t have a large church in the area. There’s one over in Spokane, but her instructions said she was supposed to come to downtown Seattle. And without transportation, it’d be difficult for her to get all the way across the state.”


  “What if,” Zed slowly said, “she didn’t die?”


  The men looked at him.


  He continued. “It’s been, what, over two weeks now. What if she is still out there? Maybe half crazy because her Kite ran out. Maybe, like Doc, she survived it. Maybe we haven’t found her yet because she’s got a natural immunity to the damn thing.”


  They fell silent. “Someone go get Q,” Papa finally said. “Right now. We need to talk to him about that.”


  Alpha went to do it. The other two men stared at him.


  “I’m no doctor,” Uncle said, “but stranger things have happened. I know statistics, and there’s always statistically going to be at least one person that has some sort of natural immunity to this shit.”


  “One person who managed to get her ass into Silo’s program?”


  “If she’s alive,” Zed slowly said, “and she is immune, then she might be the vaccine.”


  “She also might be the living proof we need to take down Silo’s church. If she tells us they were all told Silo was behind the program, that might be enough for us to make a video of her saying it, and Bubba can make it public, along with the other stuff.”


  Papa thought about it. Dirty tricks had certainly become a vital part of the strategy. That was Bubba’s domain, but it seemed to be working based on what Nick Edison’s mom had said.


  “Then gentlemen, if that turns out to be the case, it looks like we might have one hell of an Easter egg hunt ahead of us. With a golden egg as the goal.”


  Chapter Thirty-Five


  


  Mary Silo sat in her guest bathroom on the closed toilet lid while the nurse prepared her dinner in the kitchen. On her phone, Mary frantically paged through the results of her Internet search for blogs exposing religious frauds.


  What she needed was someone who’d run with this story, hard and fast, even in these times. She didn’t dare try to approach anyone from the regular media outlets. She knew for a fact Hannibal had at least two well-known TV reporters from the networks in his pocket. It would take nothing for them to squelch or discount the story.


  She needed to follow a page from Hannibal’s own playbook. Get the news spread out through the lower levels first, so that once big media did notice it, it had reached a tipping point where it could no longer be ignored, nor covered up.


  Then, she found one she thought might meet her needs nicely. It looked like the site had even reported on Hannibal in the past.


  Smiling, she called up the e-mail function and created a new message, using the free online account she’d created for just this purpose.


  I can provide you audio recordings of Hannibal Silo actively plotting to spread the Kite virus around, among other things. Interested in negotiating? Not looking for money so much as I’m looking for assistance.


  Send.


  She smiled and turned the phone off, then slipped it into her pocket. Just in time, too, because the nurse knocked on her bathroom door.


  “Dinner’s ready, Mrs. Silo.”


  “Thank you,” she finally replied. “I’ll be right there.”


  She stood, waited a moment, then flushed the toilet for effect before washing her hands. When she glanced in the mirror, it startled her.


  She wore a wide, beaming smile.


  Oh, that won’t do at all.


  It took her a moment to finally compose her expression into one of bland, doped-up indifference.


  When she unlocked the door and slowly opened it, her nurse stood, waiting for her.


  “Are you all right, ma’am?”


  Mary slowly nodded. “Just thinking about my husband, that’s all. He’s been gone for so long.” Thank god.


  The nurse brightened. “He called a little bit ago to check on you. Asked how you were doing.”


  “Oh.” Her heart started racing, hoping he wasn’t going to cut his trip short the way he sometimes did to throw her off. “He did?”


  “Yes. Would you like me to call him back for you?”


  He never asked to speak with her personally. That would be too much trouble for the man.


  Not that she wanted to speak with him.


  “No, I’m sure he’s busy. Did you say dinner was ready?”


  “Yes, I made your favorite.”


  “Thank you.” At least with the nurses she had a little respite. They asked her preference on things and tried to abide by them within Hannibal’s strict rules regarding her care. Things like food choices. Hannibal approved them and let Mary know damn well the only reason she was able to eat them was because he said she could.


  It didn’t matter. For right now, Hannibal was somewhere else. And in a fairly short amount of time, he was going to be in very hot water.


  Scalding hot.


  Mary sat at the table and concealed her smile behind a very wide yawn. As the nurse returned to the kitchen to get Mary’s food, she watched her. The nursing staff was clueless about Hannibal’s true nature. As always, he’d taken great pains to project the image he wanted them to see. They never knew what their employer was capable of.


  Maybe tomorrow I should pay another visit to Hannibal’s study and download copies of some of our sex tapes.


  It would be worth it, to have the world see the kind of man he really was, even at the expense of her own pride.


  Keeping her smile at bay proved more difficult than she’d planned. She had money. She had means.


  Now all she needed was a method to carry out her revenge.


  


  


  THE END
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