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  Flying Monkeys


  When you have to take an apocalyptic road trip, don’t forget to pack…the Drunk Monkeys.


  Capt. Kyong Tran is an orphaned pilot stuck in limbo at a base outside of Seattle, with a plane and no crew. Their presumed deaths during LA’s fall weigh heavily on her conscience, as does the mysterious death of her beloved brother.


  Despite initial missteps, Kilo and Foxtrot fall hard for the gorgeous, feisty pilot. The unit needs her—and her plane—to move the scientists and their precious research to a hideout in Florida. Meanwhile, they’re still scouring Seattle for a Kite-infected woman who might hold the key to a vaccine.


  With local violence on the rise, Kyong has little time to train three of the men to complete her crew. No easy feat when she might be falling for Kilo and Foxtrot. Can she turn three Drunk Monkeys into flying monkeys in time for them to continue their quest to save the world?
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  Chapter One


  


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


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


  


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


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


  


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


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


  


  “Well, fuck.”


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


  


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


  —Gen. Joseph Arliss (June, 2143)


  


  * * * *


  


  Long story short…


  


  It’s now late July, 2143. When last we left the Drunk Monkeys, the SOTIF team had managed to escape the LA area and set up a new safe house in Seattle, where they’ve been for the last two weeks.


  They had also just added another woman to their mix, Captain Gia Quick, former deputy of the LASD, now code named Chief. She tossed her hat in with Omega and Echo when the group departed from Santa Clarita.


  You’ve got to love a woman who comes equipped with her own handcuffs. She was also a former MP, so she’s quickly fit right in with the group.


  Los Angeles is toast, between riots, Kite, and a devastating earthquake. Not to mention the military started burning the city, block by block, as they forcibly evacuated people out of it.


  And then there was the little matter of the military incinerating Barstow, along with over a million refugees from the LA area, many of whom had been exposed to or who were infected with the Kite virus.


  Reverend Hannibal Silo is going ahead with his plans to select young “brides” to install at each of the fifteen church strongholds he’s building around the country. He’s also stockpiling his sperm to impregnate other women he deems worthy, and wants to get himself elected President of the United States.


  Um, yeah, “eww” pretty much sums it up for us, too.


  Fortunately, looks like his long-suffering wife—and we mean that literally—Mary, has some plans of her own.


  We now rejoin the Drunk Monkeys in the Emerald City. Let’s see what kind of trouble they can stir up next, shall we?


  Chapter Two


  


  In case of an apocalypse, make sure to stock up on coffee…


  


  Foxtrot sat in a chair on the roof of their safe house and stared out over Puget Sound to the west. It was a quiet, relatively clear night. Closing his eyes, he breathed in deeply, inhaling the sweet scent of salty mid-July night air. While at the safe house, none of them, except the people working in the lab, wore surgical masks.


  Ahh, night watch. How I love thee.


  It didn’t hurt that he wasn’t sweating his balls off, for once. Seattle, compared to some of their previous locales, was a temperate paradise.


  With coffee.


  He sipped at the mug of delicious, dark brew in his hand.


  Good coffee, freshly ground and not the stale, cheap shit they’d spent much of their mission gulping down. At least being in Seattle meant they’d had easy access to supplies. And night watch meant coffee was a necessity.


  And Seattle was well-known for good access to great coffee.


  Some didn’t like night watch. He and his partner, Kilo, preferred it.


  It meant they didn’t have to listen to any of the five triads having loud monkey sex behind their respective closed doors. He didn’t begrudge any of his fellows their happiness. In this uncertain world, they all had to grab every little bit they could, or risk the weight of their responsibilities crushing them.


  Didn’t mean he wanted to listen to it. He’d rather curl up in his bedroll, the shades of their room drawn against the daylight, and blissfully sleep without his cock reacting to sexy sounds somewhere in the building.


  No, night watch was his preferred shift.


  On the other side of the roof, Kilo was watching the city side of the building. He preferred having “something to look at,” as he phrased it.


  Not Foxtrot. He preferred the quiet calm of the water. It was peaceful, serene.


  And rarely a source of any concern.


  They’d been at the Seattle safe house for over two weeks now. It was closing in on the last week of July, and still they were no closer to locating any sign of the woman who’d been infected with Kite and then turned loose on the unsuspecting city by Reverend Hannibal Silo.


  But they also hadn’t seen any unusual spikes in Kite infections in the area, either.


  No one was sure exactly what that meant. Foxtrot preferred to invoke Occam’s razor, content to hope that it likely meant she’d died without infecting anyone else. Perhaps in her paranoia, induced by the indoctrination methods Silo’s people used, she’d simply found herself a well-concealed hiding space, kept dosing herself with the vials of Kite—the drug and the virus—and had died without anyone discovering her remains yet.


  Apparently, no one else wanted to believe in the simplicity of that theory.


  Hence why they were still looking for her, while their team of three scientists from The List aggressively pursued all possible avenues to develop a Kite vaccine.


  On the roof between the two men, a lush container garden grew, mostly comprised of vegetables and herbs. Pandora had wasted no time setting it up and tending it, including some plants she’d salvaged from their Los Angeles safe house after the earthquake damaged it and forced their move from the area. As the breeze shifted a little, he caught hints of mint, rosemary, and lemongrass.


  He tried not to let himself feel too comfortable here. He knew the risks and the rules of the mission. They’d been through a string of safe houses spanning a couple of continents in their search for more scientists from The List.


  The scientists they had found seemed desperately close to developing a vaccine for Kite.


  Unfortunately, there were growing reports of the virus mutating. Sometimes to a less deadly strain, such as their team member, Doc, had picked up.


  It also meant the stick tests were no longer a surefire guarantee of someone’s true Kite status.


  He heard Kilo’s boots crunching in the gravel on the roof as he rounded the planting containers and walked over. “Quiet tonight. Weirdly so.”


  “Your idea of weird and mine differ greatly, buddy.”


  Yes, thankfully, Seattle was a far quieter city than Los Angeles had been. Far less gang activity to worry about. Still, it wasn’t unheard of for a distant gunshot to ring through the night.


  “I mean there’s not a lot of foot or vehicle traffic.”


  Foxtrot glanced at his watch. “It’s nearly three in the morning on a Wednesday. What do you expect?”


  Kilo shrugged as he looked out over the Sound. “I don’t know.”


  Some guys in their SOTIF unit were Nervous Nellies. They didn’t like it if something bad happened, but they were always worried when something didn’t happen. As if a never-ending wait for the other shoe to drop had become their preferred norm.


  Foxtrot wasn’t like that, although Kilo frequently could be. At twenty-nine, Foxtrot was only a year younger than his partner. He didn’t think a few months difference in age would create such a difference in their personalities.


  Then again, he hadn’t seen the duty Kilo had before they’d both qualified for the SOTIF unit and paired up. Oh, he’d seen his fair share of shit, but with his linguistic skills, he’d been sent into intelligence-based assignments before he’d made the SOTIF team, whereas Kilo was a hard-fighting hammer. A self-proclaimed meat shield who took great pride in his fighting skills.


  While Foxtrot would never dismiss his partner’s gut instincts out of hand, the immediate evidence pointed to the fact that all was well, quiet, and a blissfully low-pucker number in their current neck of the woods.


  They both turned at the sound of the door to the roof opening. Their unit’s medical officer, Doc, emerged with a small device in his hands.


  “Hiya, boys,” he said.


  “Figured you’d be asleep,” Kilo said.


  Doc walked over to the building’s western edge, where a cool breeze coasted in off the Sound. “I’m supposed to be. Couldn’t sleep. Needed to check a few things.”


  “Like what?” Foxtrot asked, walking closer.


  Doc held up the device. “Wind currents. Never hurts to check.” He flipped a switch and the device came to life. Upon Doc holding it up, Foxtrot realized what it was.


  “Rad counter?”


  “Can’t be too safe. Or complacent.”


  “Told you,” Kilo muttered from next to Foxtrot.


  The device beeped, and Doc looked at it, smiling. “Good. Nothing concerning.”


  “You thinking radiation?”


  Doc switched the device off. “Levels fell off several months ago. The Chinese did us a favor and used low-yield devices. But it never hurts to be cautious.”


  “Anything else on the news about the supposed Russian invasion?”


  Doc settled in one of the chairs that Pandora had also brought up to the roof garden. “Not lately, no. But then again, Barstow has fallen off the headlines in lieu of Kite spreading. China has finally admitted the severity of the outbreak there and reached out to the international community for support.”


  “I’m surprised they aren’t just wholesale offing people,” Kilo said.


  “I’m sure they were and still are,” Doc replied. “But their leadership is quickly realizing that they no longer have control of the population. They want to get things under wrap before their military goes off the reservation.”


  “Funny how that works, isn’t it?” Foxtrot asked.


  Doc made a noise that sounded a little like a snort of derision. “Their ambassador made an emergency plea to the UN general assembly yesterday and has promised their scientists will join forces with any scientific teams already working on a vaccine or treatment.”


  “Surrrrre, they will,” Kilo said. “And I’ve got a gorgeous oceanfront condo in Phoenix, Arizona, that I’ll sell you.”


  Doc shrugged. “Hey, apparently it’s bad form to cough bullshit while someone’s speaking on the floor of the general assembly. But our government is talking to their government, and Russia was quick to jump up and not only pledge their support to the endeavor, but to swear that they have no plans to invade America, or anywhere else.”


  Foxtrot dropped into another chair. “Forgive me if I don’t trip all over myself applauding their statement.”


  Kilo snorted.


  “At this point,” Doc said, “we’re probably closer to a viable vaccine than anyone else.”


  The test serum the three doctors had formulated from Doc’s blood after his brush with a mutated and less lethal version of Kite seemed to be working. They’d tested it first on Doc’s partner, Tango, and on Pandora. The two had volunteered. Then they rolled it out on a limited basis to other members of the team. Results were promising, based on blood tests the scientists had been running on everyone given the serum.


  But it wasn’t anything except a first step. It wouldn’t stop the worst Kite strains.


  And it wasn’t enough of a breakthrough they could afford to let the scientists go public with their results yet, either.


  Canuck had waited to contact her friend at the Seattle lab until they were reasonably certain the serum they had did work on the mutated Kite strain. It was visible proof of what she was doing, and her scientist friend had sworn to keep Canuck’s secret and help in any way she could.


  Still, Canuck’s friend didn’t know about the rest of the team being in Seattle. She thought Canuck was there, alone, except for a couple of friends helping her to stay safe so she could continue her work.


  And Canuck might have lied just a little and said the government wanted her to stay hidden because of people trying to kill her. Which, technically, wasn’t a lie if you considered General Arliss “the government.”


  What the friend also didn’t know was that between Lima and Bubba, they’d easily hacked the lab’s security. After-hours, Canuck and Q, with a couple of Drunk Monkeys as backups and security, were going in and utilizing equipment they needed to run tests.


  They limited those runs to no more than three times a week. So far, with success.


  Meaning successfully using the facility. Unfortunately, they still hadn’t cracked the biological code to create a broadly effective vaccine that would stop the most lethal strains of Kite in its tracks.


  “Do you think we’re going to kick this thing?” Foxtrot asked Doc.


  “I don’t want to think any other way,” he said. “Especially after what I went through. That was a damn close call.” He’d been infected after accidentally slicing through his protective suit and cutting his leg on a piece of equipment in the RV that had housed their rolling lab.


  Since arriving in Seattle, Ak and Annie, who were both mechanics, had completely stripped the RV’s interior down to the studs and retrofitted it with reinforced metal braces for stability and new insulated interior walls of polymer panels that could easily be disinfected. They’d also equipped their mobile lab with a more secure rack system to hold the coolers and other equipment in place while underway, and created a better mobile decontamination system to make it easier for personnel to get into and out of the RV with less chance of infecting anyone else. And they’d added a fire suppressant system, knowing how easy it would be for the vehicle to go up in flames.


  That couldn’t be allowed to happen.


  If—when—they had to bug out again, their rolling lab would actually be just that, something the scientists could keep using for their work without having to stop and pack everything up. They could simply move everything into the RV and get on the road.


  They’d gotten lucky in LA. Lucky that the earthquake hadn’t completely flattened their safe house there and destroyed all the hard work and progress the scientists had achieved up to that point, and lucky that the RV hadn’t been damaged or destroyed during the earthquake or their evacuation.


  Omega, their unit’s quartermaster, was already on the lookout for a better vehicle, a larger one, perhaps more secure, like a personnel carrier, which they could convert into a lab, or at least a backup lab.


  “So why couldn’t you sleep, Doc?” Foxtrot asked. Considering Doc and Tango were a triad with Pandora, the last thing Foxtrot would have thought was that any of the three would have trouble sleeping.


  Doc shrugged. “Just a feeling.”


  He’d had to qualify for the SOTIF team’s physical requirements the same as the rest of them. He’d been pulled from military medical training just short of getting his MD.


  That meant Foxtrot trusted Doc’s gut instincts the way he trusted Kilo’s. The way he’d trust the instincts of any of the men in their group.


  “A bad feeling?” Kilo asked.


  Doc stared out over the water for a moment. “Don’t know how to label it, exactly. Not really bad. Like maybe there are even bigger changes ahead.” He turned back to them. “Like we’re only halfway through this adventure, and there’s a shit-ton of stuff still to happen.”


  “How are they coming on the vaccine?” Kilo asked.


  “They’re working on it. You know the drill. They think they’ve nailed it down for the version I had, but it won’t do anything against the worst strains. They’re still trying to coax Dr. Chu into communicating with them and come out of hiding, but she won’t. She’s still feeding them data that she accumulates, and is apparently taking the data they’re giving her and processing it and posting her findings on it, but she must be scared to death.”


  “Didn’t she have family?”


  “A son,” Doc confirmed. “He’s about nine now. She’s divorced.”


  “Here’s a stupid question,” Foxtrot said. “What happened to the boy’s father?”


  Doc looked grim. “Q said she left him in Beijing when she went to North Korea for the project. Q’s wife and mother were watching her son for her while she was on-site with the rest of the team.”


  “Protective mother,” Foxtrot said. “I can’t imagine her ever again willingly trusting what anyone says after what she went through.”


  “Yeah, I know.” Doc pushed himself up out of his seat. “Bubba’s trying to locate her. He thought she was in South Africa for a while, but now he thinks she might have moved. She speaks five languages, so she can settle nearly anywhere in the world and make it.” He headed for the stairwell.


  “Hey,” Kilo called out.


  Doc turned.


  “What aren’t you telling us?”


  Doc fiddled with his rad counter. Finally, he said, “Bubba sent a message a little bit ago. Dr. Jean Reusseaux tried to turn himself in to French authorities in Paris. One of their cops, a young kid fresh off of working a riot, shot and killed him. Reusseaux was pulling his original passport out of his pocket and the kid thought he had a weapon.”


  Foxtrot and Kilo froze. Foxtrot said it first. “Shit,” he whispered.


  Doc nodded. “Yep. That means The List is now officially down to fourteen people. Unfortunately, it also means that other people now have confirmation at least one of The List was alive and well, meaning they’ll renew efforts to find the others. And we don’t know what evidence they’ll pull from whatever equipment Reusseaux had with him.” He disappeared into the stairwell.


  “Told you it was weirdly quiet,” Kilo muttered.


  “Shut up,” Foxtrot grumbled. The death of Dr. Reusseaux meant one less person they’d have to try to locate.


  It also meant one less member of the team to solve the problem of a Kite vaccine.


  Chapter Three


  


  Captain Kyong Tran lounged in the shade of her C-160 Zeus transport plane, her back resting against the front landing gear. She’d been the captain of it for the past three years. Someone had dubbed it the Punchy Panda early in its career. A cartoon panda, dressed as a ninja, forever delivered a flying kick on its nose.


  She’d weathered her fair share of good-natured ribbing over that, despite the fact that pandas were Chinese and she was half Vietnamese and a not quite half Korean, and born and raised in Boston. Her mom had been a first-generation American who grew up speaking fluent Vietnamese with several generations of her family living under the same roof. Three of her father’s grandparents, the Korean contingent, had made the trek from South Korea before having kids. One of those had married an American serviceman who’d been stationed there.


  Now thirty-four, Kyong had enlisted at eighteen and went straight to the Academy based on her grades, fast-tracked to earn her wings.


  Being a pilot was all she’d ever wanted to do.


  By god, she’d done it.


  And now…


  She took another bite of her protein bar. She’d spent the morning going through redundant systems checks, busywork more than necessary maintenance.


  Anything to keep her mind off Lee, Maggie, and Darrel.


  Through her mirrored shades she stared down the tarmac at the ragtag group of aircraft, fixed-wing and helos alike, arranged in what harried ground crews had attempted to turn into some semblance of order following the unexpected evacuation of El Segundo.


  She slowly chewed her protein bar, taking inventory of the other aircraft parked on the flight line. With the biggest bird in the group, they’d put her at the farthest end, the easiest position for her to taxi it to the runway for takeoff if forced to make a fast getaway.


  Again.


  Considering what had happened at El Segundo, no one doubted that could always be a possibility.


  For now, she was stuck in limbo and feeling more than a little sick at heart. She tried not to think about her flight crew, whom she’d been forced to leave at El Segundo during the clusterfuck of an evac nearly three weeks earlier.


  When the entire flight line had been scrambled, she’d begged to wave off, to have a little more time. Her three crew members, two men and a woman, had ventured down to the base’s PX for some extra supplies. She’d originally been told they wouldn’t have to go wheels-up for at least twelve hours, and she hadn’t wanted to keep her crew idly sitting there, nervously twiddling their thumbs the whole time.


  Lee Andrews. Maggie Porter. Darrel O’Connell.


  At least none of them had next of kin she’d have to notify.


  Hell, the PX was on the farking base. Not like they even had to leave the secure grounds. And no telling where their next assignment would be, or if they’d be able to hit a PX while there. They were supposed to be back in under two hours. What harm would it have done?


  She still didn’t have the heart to look at their gear, their rucks and duffel bags still neatly stowed where they’d left them, in the crew’s personal storage area just behind the flight deck.


  But El Segundo had been overrun. When the emergency order to takeoff had been given, the ground crews had yanked her chocks and disconnected her shore lines and static straps while the terrified tower controller had screamed orders at her over the radio to get her fucking bird in line and get it off the ground ASAP.


  Screamed.


  She’d flown around the world, in some of the worst conditions possible. She’d made runs with Coasties on old C-130s doing S&R during horrendous weather. She’d been in some of the tensest situations imaginable for a pilot, and while she’d heard the tight edge of stress over the com before, she’d never heard outright panic.


  Especially not from a flight controller.


  They’d launched the fixed wings at dangerously short takeoff intervals, sometimes two abreast when it was smaller birds or fighter jets, dirty air from the previous aircraft still swirling as she punched the throttles and took off as hard and fast as she could push it, another bird already crawling up her six before there was barely a foot of air between her and her landing gear. They’d even been using the older runway that was left over from LAX’s passenger jet days to get some of the shorter takeoff birds off the ground.


  They’d told her to head for Edwards first, then changed her orders five minutes later, diverting her to McChord along with a slew of other aircraft. Which in a way had been a relief, because she would have hated landing with heavy tanks and would have had to swing over the Pacific and dump fuel due to the short hop over to Edwards.


  But now…


  Now, here she sat, in limbo. There’d been no further word from her unit’s commander, who might not have made it out of El Segundo before the base was overrun by rioters and Kiters and desperate people trying to escape both.


  Like some sick sort of replay of the fall of Saigon from a hundred and fifty or so years earlier.


  The fall of El Segundo.


  With Kiters.


  As she’d gone wheels-up and circled around the base, the state-of-the-art airfield the military had built twenty years earlier after the US government took over a chunk of property between the original base and the old LAX complex, she’d spotted helos plucking personnel from the roofs of buildings while countless thousands of people had swarmed the grounds, spreading across the base like killer ants.


  Then she’d climbed above the smoke ceiling and had lost sight of the grounds entirely.


  No one had been able to tell her if her crew had survived and made it to Edwards or some other base. Apparently the military had more important things to worry about.


  Blowing up Barstow seemed to be one of those things, although it was something no one would speak openly about.


  When she’d tried to locate her commander again that very morning, no one had been able to tell her what his official status was. As with her flight crew, he was apparently MIA for now. With all the other shit going down in LA, no one had time for her, one orphaned pilot and her plane, now stuck out in Washington State.


  What a farking mess.


  She spotted a Jeep heading down the tarmac, dust gently rolling in its wake, not slowing until it arrived at the Panda. The driver pulled up and stopped in the shade of one of the transport plane’s enormous wings.


  The driver shut the engine off. Master Sergeant Malcom Kensey was the man who kept McChord’s flight line smoothly humming, greasing the wheels, literally and figuratively, trying his best to run interference for flight and maintenance crews with the brass who were clueless as to how things really worked down on the tarmac. A grizzled veteran with over thirty years in, he’d probably forgotten more about aircraft maintenance and flight components than many young mechanics had ever learned.


  He chewed on a toothpick. He’d been trying to quit smoking, both for health and financial reasons, and had probably chewed the equivalent of three large redwoods in toothpicks over the past couple of weeks she’d been there. It was a relief to see he’d switched over to those, however, versus the cigarettes he used to smoke when she and her crew had been stationed here for several months a couple of years earlier while the Panda underwent repairs and maintenance.


  “How you doing, K?” he asked, his voice sounding not quite as gravelly as it once had.


  Despite their differences in rank, he liked her, and when they were alone there were no formalities between then.


  She shrugged. “No word, huh?”


  He rested his arms on the steering wheel and looked down into his lap. “I called all around, pulled every string I could. If they made it out and registered, they’re not showing up anywhere. I’m sorry.” Only then did he raise his gaze, his own sunglasses hiding his blue eyes and the deep lines etched in the corners of them from years squinting against the sun beating off the McChord tarmac.


  She fought back the prickle of tears. She wouldn’t cry. She was a fucking captain, for chrissake. Captains didn’t cry. Captains didn’t lose their cool. That was what got people killed.


  “I appreciate it, Mal.”


  “I have a friend at Edwards. Runs drones, satellite surveillance, that sort of thing. Obviously, he’s been swamped, but he was finally able to do me a favor this morning. He diverted a drone to buzz El Segundo. He also pulled up aerial pics from the afternoon of the evac. The PX…” He spit out the toothpick and pulled a fresh one from his pocket.


  “Just say it, please.” Weary to her bones, she’d rather hear the unvarnished truth than he drag the process out in a well-meant attempt to spare her feelings and cushion the blow.


  “It went first, being one of the buildings closest to the gates. When the mobs flooded the gates and started breaking down the fences, it was one of the first buildings overrun. The buildings were burned, any aircraft that didn’t make it off the ground, looks like they trashed those, too. Then the earthquake…” He coughed. “Looks like the tsunami made it that far inland. There’s nothing recognizable at the base now. Even the tower came down. I’m sorry, K. Damned sorry.”


  She leaned her head back against the landing gear wheel, eyes closed. She’d second-guessed her decision, her judgment, countless times since that day. It felt like an eternity to her.


  The only plus was it had helped her sweep away her pain and anger at her older brother for his stupid suicide by OD’ing on drugs eight weeks ago.


  “Colonel Yasco show up yet?” She already knew that answer from her attempts that morning, but hoped maybe Mal had connections she didn’t, perhaps had found out something that had escaped her.


  Mal looked around, the toothpick dancing between his lips as he tried to focus everywhere except on her. “Nope.”


  She finished her protein bar and balled the wrapper in her hand. “So I’m still an orphan, huh?” she tried to joke. “No one else checked in from my squad?”


  There had been four helos and three other planes in their support wing. That wasn’t counting the rest of their unit, which had been down south on a supply run. She’d been closest to the taxiway, but surely at least someone else besides her in her unit had scrambled and lifted off?


  He finally focused his attention on her again. “Everything’s a massive shit sandwich down there, K. I don’t know what’s going on, but it’s not good. I don’t have any revised orders for you or the Panda. Haven’t located anyone else from your unit. If you want my honest opinion? Keep your head low. The last thing you want is to be shipped back down to that mess. Enjoy the break. Do retrofits, if you want. Hell, I’ll assign some guys to help you out. Spend time in the flight sim here. We’ve got guys twiddling their thumbs with some of their birds. Grab some extra hours in the helos or other fixed wings. Add to your logged hours.”


  What he left unsaid hung in the still summer air between them.


  She stood and walked over to the Jeep, leaning against the sun-warmed front fender. “Or?”


  He smiled, finally pulling off his shades. “I got a buddy down at MacDill in Tampa. I could pull some more strings, get you and the Panda reassigned. I hear Florida’s great this time of year. And, you know, winter’s coming. It’s especially good there in winter.”


  “I didn’t know they still had a flight line. I thought that base had been decommissioned after Hurricane Gatsby a few years back.”


  “Not a full squadron, but the runway’s maintained. They rebuilt the air support division and run some logistics from there, the hurricane hunter planes, maintenance for the Coasties, and a mod squad, shit like that. Strategic Air Command got moved to Texas, to Sheppard.”


  She studied her shoes. “Wow. Sounds greeeat.” It was literally the flip side of the McChord coin, on the diagonally opposite corner of the lower forty-eight states. A backwater outpost.


  Then again, it would likely mean a safer posting, compared to what was going on in other parts of the world.


  “Come on, kiddo,” he said. “You’re no idiot. You really want to hang out around here? Maybe get your ass sent back to Manila? Shit’s getting hot and real. You’ve got, what, two years before you’re due to re-up? Lay low. At least in Florida, you might be able to get some leave and go up to see your parents.”


  No, going back to Manila was the last thing she wanted.


  And she had wanted to go home to Boston eight weeks earlier, for her brother’s funeral, but her parents had forbidden it. Their insane work ethic made them order her not to apply for compassionate leave, to stay there and do her duty.


  “He’s dead, he’s not going to care,” her father had said. “And we want you to do your job, that’s how you can support us. Make us proud.”


  Pigheaded man.


  She wondered if there was more to their objections than he’d let on. She’d heard about things starting to get bad in the larger cities in the Northeast. She wouldn’t put it past her father to order her to stay out west not so much because of a sense of duty and honor, but because he didn’t want her coming back to Boston. And now they were moving out to New Hampshire with her mother’s older brother and his family, to his farm out on the edge of a state forest.


  Away from the cities.


  All Kyong knew about her brother’s death was it’d been classified a heroin-beta overdose. Whatever the hell that was.


  Her brother, Tuan, had only been thirty-six. He’d lived and worked in New York for over five years, returning home to Boston by train at least once a month to visit their parents. He’d made a decent living as a computer programmer. His poor eyesight had made a career in the military impossible for him, but he’d excelled at what he did. The only thing lacking with his job was a decent health plan, but other than his eyesight he’d been okay.


  She thought.


  The last thing her brother had been was a drug addict. She knew this to the center of her core. He was too responsible, too dedicated. She couldn’t exactly go fight to see the autopsy results, either. Not when her ass was still owned by the US military and stuck out here in Bum Fuck, Washington.


  She also still hoped for a miracle, that her crew might have made it and were simply lost in military bureaucracy somewhere.


  “Give me a few more days to make up my mind,” she finally said.


  He spit out that toothpick, popped a fresh one in, and started chewing. “Just let me know, okay?” He grinned, but she’d discovered his interest in her was fatherly, not lecherous. “I’ve been shuffling your paperwork around here. Trying to keep anyone from paying too close of attention to your presence. Can’t do that forever, but I can stall for a while longer. Just let me know what you want to do.”


  “Yeah, I will. Thanks.”


  She stepped away from the Jeep as he started it and headed back toward the hangar where his office was. She could have requested a rack in one of the officer’s quarters there at the base.


  She didn’t want to.


  As stupid and irrational as she knew it was, she would rather bunk in her plane. She didn’t know where her crew was, if they were still even alive.


  The least she could do was stay there, keeping their memories alive for a little longer, if nothing else.


  It was that, or have to admit she’d failed them.


  And failure was something that neither came easily nor naturally to her.


  Chapter Four


  


  Four-star General Joseph Arliss knew he couldn’t refuse an invitation to the White House. Especially when the president herself issued it, worded in such a way that it amounted to an order without actually being one.


  He would always serve the Commander in Chief, even if he thought she was a weak-spined shill. Charlotte Kennedy wasn’t the country’s first woman president, but she certainly didn’t have the backbone or brains of her female predecessors.


  In fact, Arliss knew if it hadn’t been for Reverend Silo’s very exuberant campaign on her behalf among his parishioners, there was no way she would have edged ahead of the more liberal candidate.


  Her veep wasn’t much better. He was a little toady who’d be a horrible president if Kennedy was taken out, but he’d had photogenic good looks and a winning smile and a knack for charming people in ways that helped garner them more votes despite his lack of substance.


  Arliss took a moment to load a little insurance onto his tablet before meeting his driver downstairs and taking the ride over to 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue.


  The stifling hot afternoon tried to press through the windows into the sedan’s cool interior. He felt sorry for the poor bastards who had to walk or take public transportation in this shitty city. It was either hot and humid, or cold and humid. There didn’t appear to be any other conditions, each as miserable as the other.


  And of course, the bullshit was always running hip-deep through the streets, or so it felt. Especially when Congress was in session.


  Then again, lately it was like as many congressmen as possible had suddenly headed for the hills, citing as their excuse a pressing need to take care of their constituents.


  More bullshit.


  Arliss went through the usual procedures, took a stick test, and sat waiting alone in an isolation room until he was finally ushered into a private anteroom.


  The Secret Service agents, to his surprise, left him in there alone.


  He wasn’t sure if that should put him on guard or not. So he chose to sit in one of the two chairs and wait, removing his lid and balancing it on one knee, looking as relaxed as possible for the benefit of whoever was almost certainly watching him on surveillance cameras.


  When President Kennedy entered the room, alone, a few minutes later through a door on the far side of the room, he stood, nodding, lid in his hand. “Madame President.”


  She walked over, a warm yet tight, nervous smile creasing her worn features. “Joe, thank you for coming.” When she extended her hand, he shifted his hat under his arm and shook with her more by habit than by any true desire to shake hands with her.


  This was all so far out of protocol they were in uncharted realms. Although he had his suspicions as to why.


  He wasted no time. “Beg your pardon, ma’am, but why am I here?”


  She indicated two chairs in front of a nonworking fireplace, which would be perfectly angled toward each other for a photo op if there were any reporters in the room. As she sat, she lost the smile. “I need SOTIF1 brought in.”


  Aaaand there we are. He only half listened as she continued to stammer her reasons as to why. Instead, he logged into the tablet he’d brought with him and started to pull up what he wanted to show her.


  “Joe, things are bad and getting worse every day. I don’t need to tell you that.”


  “Mm-hmm,” he agreed.


  “I have people breathing down my neck. World leaders. We have to get any of the scientists that team of yours has located and put them in a secure lab where they can work—are you even listening to me?”


  He nodded. “Yes, ma’am, I am.” He turned the tablet around and held it up so she could see the surveillance picture of Reverend Hannibal Silo getting out of his car and walking into the visitor entrance at the White House a couple of weeks earlier.


  “Guess what, Charlotte,” he said. “I know what Silo’s got on you. But I have something you should see about him.”


  She blanched. He flipped the tablet around, swiped to the video app, and hit play, then turned it again so she could watch.


  Her face transformed from confusion to horror and revulsion as she watched the replay of what the Drunk Monkeys found in Silo’s LA facility before they burned it to the ground. When the video ended, he quickly switched back to the photo app and started swiping through pictures of the corpses, in their body bags but after they’d been unzipped, their faces clearly visible.


  “You know what your asshole buddy’s been up to, Charlotte?” he rhetorically asked. “He was behind this facility in Los Angeles. His church was. I’ve traced the account he used to another shill setup. That one was accessed from a computer controlled by one Jerald Arbeid. He’s the reverend’s right-hand man.”


  This time, when her gaze met his, he read the fear in her eyes.


  Good.


  “What are you saying?” she whispered.


  He knew the layout of the White House as well as anyone did. He also knew there was surveillance equipment recording them, audio and visual. She might have ordered the audio turned off, and not to record the video, but there were Secret Service agents monitoring his every move, ready to give the word to agents behind both the doors to pounce if they thought he was a threat to the president.


  Arliss sat back, forcing his body into a more relaxed pose. “Here’s what’s going to happen, Charlotte,” he said, a friendly smile on his face. “Your family can absorb whatever bullshit gets thrown at you over your daughter’s abortion, like it or not.”


  She went positively white over that, her right hand fluttering to her throat.


  “The problem is, your administration will not survive—and I’m talking worldwide, not just in reelections—when it comes out that you were trying to lean on me to bring in scientists so a whackjob preacher—who is in the process of picking what amounts to child brides to repopulate the planet with—can have access to them. A man who had not one, but two traitorous moles in my command, and who possibly has even more. A jackass who was behind the explosion of Kite the virus in LA.”


  “He was?”


  “Well, he tried to spread it elsewhere. And that’s not all. Kite the drug in New York? That absolutely was him.” Well, Arliss wasn’t exactly sure of that yet, but the evidence Bubba had uncovered so far pointed to it. It was an educated guess Arliss would put money on if pressed to do so.


  “I will also guarantee you that your party will not survive this exposure if you try to fuck with me,” he continued. “By the time I’m through releasing all this data to the public, anyone who ever dreamed about voting for you will vote against you and your entire party just so they can give you all a metaphorical middle finger. You will have every congressman out there condemning you and flipping party affiliations so fast it will make your head spin. And you will be forever known for the rest of history as not only bringing down your own administration, but your political party as well, and also for making women leaders look horrible, meaning you won’t even have a snowball’s chance of garnering sympathy votes from other women.” He chuckled. “Of course, that’s all going to happen before the indictments start.”


  He gave her a moment to let that sink in. “And, FYI, if anything happens to me? That information—and a lot more—will go out across the world within hours of my death or mysterious disappearance. It is in your best interests to insure my health and safety and job security, Charlotte. As in you pass the word to the Secret Service, and anyone else, that I’d better not so much as catch a cold or get a paper cut. Otherwise, you might as well throw yourself on the sword before my own body’s cold.”


  His hardened gaze focused on her. “So, would you like rethink and rescind the suggestion you just made to me, Madame President?”


  She stared at him, jaw trembling.


  He smiled, which would look friendly and caring on the video feed. “Because, see, here’s the thing. If I order SOTIF1 and their precious cargo in, you will be under impeachment by the end of the week, if not sooner. Then indictment. You and Silo both. Hell, you’ll probably be arrested for crimes against humanity and put on trial at the Hague. There will be riots in the streets, people will quit trusting the government, not that they trust it much right now to begin with. The stock markets will tank, of course, meaning you’ll lose all backing you had from the banking industry and big business. They’ll scurry from you like rats from a sinking ship.


  “And I will make sure all this evidence gets to the networks. You’ll wish it was only your daughter’s abortion everyone was talking about. Which, as you can imagine, won’t be an issue at all when the video footage and details of what really happened in Barstow goes out across the world. And I have it all. The video feeds, the audio of the orders given to the pilots, the written orders—everything.”


  Charlotte Kennedy, leader of what was left of the free world, pressed herself back into her chair and stared at him, speechless.


  “Now, are we copacetic, Charlotte?” he asked. “Because you might be president, but I’ve been in the military a lot longer and have far more connections than you do. Honey, I was a well-respected intelligence officer while you were still doing stupid drunken sorority hazing parties in your panties.”


  “How did you know about my daughter?” she whispered, finally.


  “Really? That’s your question? How did I know about your daughter’s abortion? Oh, let’s see. It’s called paper trails. Medical record privacy laws only keep the average person out. It’s my job to know things. And I’m very good at my job. It’s why I’ve gotten paid the big bucks over the years and survived quite a few administrations unscathed. If you honestly think I’m going to sit back and let some batcrap crazy preacher take over this country just because he was lucky enough to get good at extortion? Honey, think again. Because I serve the Constitution of the United States. That’s what I took my oath to uphold and defend and pledged my allegiance to. Not you, not Reverend Silo, not anyone else. Got it?”


  Her nostrils flared.


  “We good?” he asked.


  She barely nodded.


  He stood, smiling. “Good. Because it would be a shame for the American people to find out their president signed a secret executive order authorizing the slaughter of over a million citizens on their own soil by their own military. Just keep that in mind.”


  He turned, put his lid back on sooner than he normally would, just to remind her who was really in charge there, and headed for the door.


  “Joe,” she weakly called out from where she was still seated.


  He glanced over his shoulder. “Yes, ma’am?”


  “Is there a way to…” She didn’t finish.


  He cocked his head. “Remove your other obstacle?”


  She nodded. That clued him in that no, the audio wasn’t running.


  He turned fully back to face her but didn’t approach. “I’m already working on that. Believe me, I have the country’s best interests at heart, Madame President. While I cannot promise I can fix things in that department, I can assure you that the public will honestly not give a single rat’s ass about your personal issues once we get a vaccine for Kite and begin distributing it to the American public. You will look like a hero to the whole world. You stick with me, I will get you reelected, no matter what that huckster tries. But you have to trust me and not fuck me over.”


  She looked a little hopeful, but didn’t react. He pressed on. “Oh, and I suggest you align yourself with a different spiritual advisor from now on. Someone a little more low-key and a little less megalomaniacal. Maybe go with a Methodist. They’re usually pretty levelheaded and compassionate. And, in the future? Take a hint from the past mistakes of others. Get your family garbage out in the world ahead of time so it becomes a nonissue and actually humanizes you to people. By keeping it a secret like you have, you’ve dug yourself a pretty deep hole I’m going to have a helluva time getting you out of. Rest assured, I will get you out of it, but for chrissake, put down the goddamned shovel and stop digging.”


  She nodded.


  “I’ll check in with you in a couple of days and schedule a private meeting in the Oval Office to go over structural personnel changes we need to institute as soon as possible. Make sure your chief of staff and private assistant all know that my calls are now on the top of your priority list. I don’t get put on hold, and I don’t get brushed off. If I want to see you in the middle of the night, I get escorted right in without delay. Understand?”


  She nodded again.


  “Good. Don’t worry, we’ll get this handled, and you’ll come out looking like a hero. But you have to listen to me, do what I say, and ignore Silo, no matter what he threatens you with. Got it? I am now your new best friend. You will report any and all contact he has with you to me.”


  Another nod. She looked terrified now, which satisfied him. It meant she’d taken his words to heart. Maybe now she’d stay hands-off and he’d be free to clean house the way he needed to.


  He left, brushing past the two Secret Service agents waiting outside the door and unable to contain the pleased smirk on his face. That had gone better than he’d planned.


  When he settled back in his seat in his car, his driver glanced at him in the rearview mirror. “Where to, General?”


  He grinned. “I feel like a good, fancy cup of coffee before we go back to the office. I want to splurge. Is there a coffee shop nearby? I’m buying.”


  Chapter Five


  


  Reverend Hannibal Silo, head and founder of the Church of the Rising Sunset, stood in his Albuquerque penthouse office and stared out over the Sandia Mountains to the east.


  Gorgeous view. Prime view.


  Soon to be replaced by the not-so-stellar St. Louis landscape.


  Well, that wasn’t exactly fair. The church stronghold was just outside of St. Louis. He wouldn’t even be able to see the iconic Arch from his office or his condo there. But it would be their new main headquarters now that Kite had taken hold in Los Angeles and would begin its inexorable trek across the American landscape.


  Construction was now complete on all but two of the strongholds, and they were being stockpiled with supplies, enough to keep the chosen residents safe for two years.


  By then, Hannibal reasoned, he would either have the Kite vaccine and would have gotten himself elected President of the United States for heroically saving the human race, or everyone else would be dead and he and his people could start over.


  He’d envisioned the first scenario. It was his preferred option, but lately it seemed that damned General Arliss and his Drunk Monkeys were stymieing his attempts at every turn to get his hands on the scientists from The List. He had his own people working on a vaccine, but they were still months away from a breakthrough, if that soon. Losing the LA facility, and its precious research data, had set them back weeks or months.


  What he needed were the blasted people who’d engineered the damn virus in the first place.


  He’d even gone to the president and threatened to reveal the information he had on her daughter, about her abortion in college, which would ruin the woman’s chances for reelection. He and his church had campaigned heavily for her election in the first place.


  And so far, bupkis.


  Jerald had wanted Silo relocated well before now. Kite wasn’t in New Mexico yet, that they were aware of. The governor had closed all roads into the state and was forcibly stick testing everyone before they could enter. Because of his political connections, Silo knew the New Mexico National Guard had already euthanized several dozen people and their traveling companions, who’d tested positive for the virus, but that wasn’t being made public information.


  In fact, the soldiers were under explicit orders not to reveal that info, under threat of their own deaths.


  The fact that these soldiers had families in the state that they wanted to protect didn’t hurt.


  But it appeared Kite was starting to spread both north and south from Los Angeles as stray refugees had escaped the area and managed to infect others along the way.


  He’d never liked Southern California, anyway. Far too liberal for his tastes, despite the amount of money that had once been concentrated there. Most of the Hollywood powerhouses were either liberal, or deeply closeted conservatives who wouldn’t dare be affiliated with any kind of organization that might possibly reveal that side of their psyches. They couldn’t afford to be slapped with a label like that. It didn’t matter that, in public, he’d carefully cultivated a kinder, more inclusive version of Christianity with his church.


  If it wasn’t some New Age woo-woo kind of bullshit, Hollywood types weren’t interested.


  Now, however, his church’s primary income flowed from the average man looking to secure his place in the Kingdom of Heaven.


  With easy monthly auto-debit payments, too.


  How convenient.


  If Jerald doesn’t get here soon…


  Silo took a deep breath and cut off that line of thought. Jerald Arbeid, his right-hand man, was running a little late with his morning updates. They’d pretty much written off all the volunteers from the Preachsearch Project they’d been operating out of Los Angeles.


  Silo didn’t know how, but it seemed that all of their volunteers had failed to spread Kite as they’d been trained to do under the auspices of giving out medicine that would help people feel better. Which was Kite the drug, impregnated with Kite the virus. There were no new or unusual pockets of infection anywhere in the locations the volunteers were sent. And none of the prepaid debit cards the volunteers were given to take care of expenses had been used, either.


  It was unlikely all the pilots, some of them not even church employees but hired charter flights, had banded together to lie about safely delivering the volunteers to their destinations.


  The other option was that, somehow, the Preachsearch Project had been infiltrated and the volunteers intercepted after their arrival at the airports.


  Silo suspected General Joseph Arliss and his SOTIF teams had something to do with that.


  Especially his pet team, SOTIF1, AKA the Drunk Monkeys.


  How I despise that name.


  It was bad enough to have his plans foiled.


  But by a bunch of men called the Drunk Monkeys?


  Ugh.


  He was also highly disturbed to learn from Jerald that their campaign to smear the Drunk Monkeys in the media had backfired. Someone had gotten a head start, spreading the word that the special ops unit was actually working to find surviving scientists from The List and protect them so they could formulate a vaccine.


  It hadn’t hit mainstream media yet, fortunately. In fact, they’d had to scale their own efforts back in that area, worried that all the attention might actually drive mainstream media focus and public opinion in favor of the SOTIF unit.


  They couldn’t let that happen.


  In fact, other than LA, New York, and the occasional skirmish elsewhere, it was as if mainstream America thought it wasn’t directly impacted by what had happened with Kite yet. Like they were simply going about their normal, pathetic lives. The rich had been stockpiling and preparing, of course, because they could afford to.


  The rest of the sheeple were willfully oblivious to what was coming.


  He didn’t know if that should disturb or delight him.


  Oh, sure, his own congregations around America, and indeed the world, knew how dire the situation was. But it was as if people in general had thrown up blinders. Perhaps they’d hit bad news overload and decided to opt out of it?


  He didn’t know.


  But he wanted to know. Needed to know. A key part of what made him good at his job wasn’t that he had the Bible memorized cover to cover and knew how to inspire people with a sermon.


  No.


  What had made him good at his job was the ability to read and manipulate people.


  And if there was a population of people he couldn’t manipulate one way or another…


  He didn’t abide any weakness, in himself or his plans. And that blind spot annoyed him.


  He wouldn’t admit that it had approached a level close to worrying him.


  Damn sure didn’t want to show any weakness. Appear to falter.


  No, not even in front of Jerald.


  Maybe especially so…


  Despite his best efforts to logic it away, doubts had crept in lately about Jerald. Silo didn’t want to do anything to jeopardize his relationship with the man. Jerald was too vital to his plans at this stage to lose him or cut him loose.


  At least his plans were finally moving forward in regards to selecting himself a new wife for each compound. He’d completed his tours of all of the facilities, met with the potential candidates he’d selected from the church’s Youth Corps files, and given Jerald a list of his final selections. From those, he would pick one for each compound, providing they would agree to what he wanted.


  He wouldn’t approach it in such a direct or coarse manner, obviously. He would finesse their agreement, play to the fact that they’d been raised in his church, faithful to him as their leader, and to the higher calling.


  Their parents had inadvertently done most of the brainwashing for him. All he had to do now was see which ones would willingly jump to have a special place with him.


  Which would also guarantee their families had all the housing, food, medical care, and other supplies they’d need for the duration of their stay in the stronghold.


  Secure places, in well-guarded strongholds, at absolutely no cost.


  He knew many would agree on that basis alone, either on their own or with a little familial pressure.


  Hey, they were—or would be—eighteen years of age or older, able to make up their own minds.


  If they made them up the way he wanted, all the better.


  Fifteen young women, perfect, fertile, ready to carry on his name and his legacy. Finally, he could begin spreading his seed, breed a new generation of children to carry out his work. And once those fifteen girls were carrying his children, the Legacy Program would start, searching for women willing to bear his children in exchange for certain favors and guarantees, of course.


  In one generation, he could quite possibly have a large number of offspring ready to take over and spread the word of Hannibal Silo, the way it should be spread.


  I’ll have to make sure my firstborn son is named after me.


  Aaaand there went his cock.


  Thinking about all those women, their bellies heavy carrying his children, always made him hard and horny.


  I will make Mary’s life a living hell torturing her with that before she leaves this earthly plane.


  He adjusted his trousers. Just in time, too, because he heard the familiar rap on his office door.


  “Come.”


  Jerald rushed in and closed the door behind him. “Sorry, sir. I was on the phone with a contact from the CIA.”


  Hannibal turned. “And?”


  “He’s working on trying to find me an alternate in with the SOTIF team structure. He might have a person and will try to contact them today and get back to me later.”


  “Nothing from President Kennedy yet regarding our little…chat?”


  “No obvious changes that I’ve found, no, sir. General Arliss is still in command of the SOTIF program, and SOTIF1 has not yet been brought in as you told her to have done.”


  Silo took a few breaths to buy him time to maintain control. He didn’t want to pitch a tantrum there in front of Jerald. The man had already witnessed too many childish explosions of his temper over the past few weeks. He didn’t need to add one more to the list.


  Those kinds of outbursts did not inspire confidence in people, and the last thing he needed was the risk of one of them ever being captured on video and broadcast to the world.


  So far, he’d maintained a perfect public and private facade.


  Well, except when he gave Mary her nightly discipline and made her perform her wifely duties. But lord knew she wasn’t going to be revealing anything about him to anyone else.


  “Any information or insight as to why President Kennedy hasn’t done that yet?” Silo asked him.


  “No, sir. She did have a private meeting with Arliss yesterday, so perhaps it’s just that she didn’t have time to issue the order to him until then.”


  Silo relaxed a little. If his hold on the president wasn’t as secure as he thought it was, that could severely complicate things on his end.


  But he certainly understood if she couldn’t simply up and lean on a general. “Keep an eye on that situation.”


  “Of course.”


  “Anything new for me?”


  “We’ll need to give serious thought as to when we want to relocate our operations to St. Louis. I’ve already started transitioning some of the staff out to their new assignments. Many of them can work remotely until they are in place. I’ve divided key staffers among several of the strongholds. The bulk of them will go to the St. Louis stronghold, of course, but not all of them need to be there. That location will be very large and heavily populated as it is.”


  “How is Marianne Parnassus and her family settling in? And how goes her work?”


  The wife of a junior senator from Ohio, the woman was an expert in hydroponics and food production. Silo had handpicked her because of the dirt he had on her husband…which she was still clueless about. But she’d leapt at the chance for her and her three children to have secured spots in the stronghold. Even better, she was now in charge of their sustainable food production program. Not just for the St. Louis stronghold, but she was setting up customized hydroponic and aquaculture farming programs for each of the strongholds.


  Silo had wanted her close to him. So close that when he’d approached the senator and blackmailed him that the man would realize how easy it was for Hannibal to reach out, literally, and touch his family.


  And that’s how you get people firmly in your pocket and keep them there.


  “Things are excellent in that department, sir. She’s already made quite a few changes and improvements to the systems. She’s also working with the teaching staffs to implement school programs integrating the agriculture and aquaculture programs with lesson planning. You made exactly the right call in recruiting her for the position.”


  “She’s basically training our next generation of farmers, isn’t she?” Silo gleefully asked. “Excellent. I couldn’t have asked for a more perfect outcome if I tried.”


  “Funny how things work out sometimes, sir.”


  “Yes. Funny, indeed, son. Funny indeed.”


  After giving Silo a few more standard updates, Jerald left him alone. Silo turned again to stare at the Sandias.


  They were beautiful.


  Maybe one day, once I’m president and things have settled down, perhaps I can have an office here again.


  Well, stranger things had happened.


  I just need to have patience.


  Although time was drawing short. Kite was advancing. It hadn’t yet taken down America, but Los Angeles was a prime example of what the future might hold if they didn’t stop it, and soon.


  Hopefully their scientists came up with that vaccine sooner rather than later.


  Or President Kennedy remembers where her loyalties lay and gets me those people from The List and takes the Drunk Monkeys out of commission.


  That would be the best outcome, and one he still had at the top of his list, one he placed the most confidence in.


  Mostly because he believed he would not fail this time.


  Chapter Six


  


  Mary Silo, long-suffering wife of Reverend Hannibal Silo, sat on the toilet in the locked guest bathroom of her house and desperately worked to wipe the gleeful smile off her face.


  It wouldn’t do for anyone to see her smiling. The drugs her husband thought she still took should have her doped out of her mind.


  A smile would reveal to her husband two things had gone wrong—that she was no longer a pharmaceutically induced zombie…and that she felt happy about something.


  And neither of those situations were ones her husband would tolerate.


  At all.


  In fact, he took great pride in making her life as miserable as possible.


  Which was why she desperately tried not to giggle as she stared at the burner cell phone he didn’t know she had.


  On the screen, a reply e-mail from a person who ran a blog reporting on religious matters.


  Specifically, a blog that liked to take potshots at what it considered hypocritical and un-Christian behavior. Well, unreligious, because it also went after other faiths, not just Christian churches.


  Meaning they were very interested in hearing the evidence she had on her husband and his slimy little sidekick, Jerald, discussing their devious plans to spread Kite and obtain what amounted to little more than innocent child brides for her husband.


  She knew Hannibal had poured through the Youth Corps files and selected girls just on the cusp of turning eighteen to become his special new concubines in all of the fifteen strongholds he’d built to weather the coming Kite storm.


  He wanted to get them knocked up as soon as possible. He’d also started a disgusting program to save his seed so he could artificially inseminate willing women he deemed worthy.


  The one thing she’d desperately wanted, to be a mother, and he’d forcibly taken that dream from her by getting her tubes tied years ago.


  Claiming she was “too fragile” physically and emotionally to be a mother.


  The truth was, it was simply one more way for him to torture her.


  And she’d be damned if she’d let him get away with this.


  She’d already started forming her plan on how she would escape. The success of her escape would hinge upon several key points, including her husband’s incredible ego and narcissism, and that he would erroneously assume several possible scenarios before hitting on the right conclusion—that she’d left under her own power.


  By that time, she’d hopefully be far enough away from him she could disappear until she was able to get all her evidence distributed for people to see what a monster he really was.


  Another soft giggle escaped her.


  She jumped at the sound of a knock on the door. “Mrs. Silo, are you all right?” The day nurse was new and incredibly conscientious.


  Mary took a deep breath and blew it out before remembering to use a bland, doped-up voice. “Yes, I’ll be out in a moment. Thank you.”


  She shut down the phone completely and slipped it into her pocket. She stood, flushed the toilet even though she hadn’t used it, and washed her hands. One last look in the mirror and more practice on using her dead face. At least, that was how she was coming to think of it.


  She certainly had felt dead for a lot of years, allowing Hannibal to control her.


  But no more. No longer.


  Now, she felt alive, more alive than she’d ever felt in her entire life.


  And, very soon, she would be free, or kill Hannibal Silo while trying to free herself. It would be worth it.


  The days of her literally rolling over and letting him do anything he wanted to her were over. Forever.


  And she would throw one hell of a funeral for her old life when she started her new one.


  Hopefully, she’d get to dance on Hannibal’s grave in the process.


  Chapter Seven


  


  When Kilo arose late the next afternoon at his usual time, he found their leader, Papa, and several others gathered around a table in what had become their kitchen and dining area on the first floor.


  He grabbed himself a mug of coffee from the perpetually running machine and walked over to the table. “What’s up?”


  Papa didn’t look up from the tablet he was studying. “Planning our next sweep. I want you and Foxtrot to join in the search this evening.”


  “Sure, but why us?”


  “I want fresh eyes out on the ground. Need everyone familiar with the city. Want to mix up the search teams somewhat. In case we have to bug out and I need people who know how to move through the landscape here.”


  “Seattle’s relatively calm.”


  “For now.” He glanced in Kilo’s direction. “While you two were sleeping, there was an outbreak of violence over in Redmond. About a hundred people arrested for looting, rioting. Started out as a protest at the city hall there and turned really ugly, really fast. Bubba says Kite doesn’t seem to be on the rise here yet, even through what he’s found out via backchannels at the CDC. But the fear level is through the roof. A couple more large companies in Redmond closed down this week, putting about a thousand people out of work, total.”


  Kilo stared at his coffee. “Shit,” he muttered.


  “Exactly,” Papa said. “Don’t know if the violence will spread or not, or how quickly. But we need to step up our searches, and be ready to bug out if it gets bad. I don’t want us getting trapped here. I never intended for us to be here long enough for the upper passes to get snowed in and leave us stuck here, either. So you and Foxtrot are off night watch tonight and tomorrow. Tomorrow morning, I want you and Foxtrot to take a vehicle and go talk to that friend of yours down at McChord.”


  “Sure, but might I ask why now?” They’d lain low ever since arriving in Seattle nearly three weeks ago with no one but Bubba knowing their exact whereabouts. Canuck was working with her friend at the lab, but even she didn’t know about the entire group. She also thought Canuck was staying over near Squire Park.


  “Time to put out some feelers and plan our options.”


  Kilo set his mug on the table. “What do you want me to feel out my friend about, exactly? Do you want me to see if I can finagle us an Exhart?”


  “Ideally, we want something big enough to haul all of us, all of our gear, and the RV. An Exhart isn’t big enough for that.”


  “We don’t have a pilot qualified to fly a fixed-wing that big.”


  “I know. See what’s what, and report back to me. I’ll get with Bubba and he’ll arrange something through Arliss, if there’s anything we can arrange. We might have to hoof it overland to Rapid City otherwise.”


  “Ugh, not Ellsworth.”


  Papa grinned. “Hey, it’s not winter…yet.”


  “I’d rather be in Alaska,” Kilo muttered as he reached for his coffee mug again. “The scenery’s better, at least.”


  “Then see what you can come up with for us at McChord and maybe we won’t have to make a trek to Hellsworth.” He grinned.


  “Can I get an idea, at least? Of where we’re going from here? So I can wing it. No pun intended.”


  Papa straightened. “Southeast. I’d give you a better clue than that if I could, but we don’t have a firm plan yet. Our goal is here.” He zoomed in on Atlanta.


  “Okay. I’d rather go to Ellsworth.”


  “Suck it up, buttercup,” Alpha told him. “The CDC headquarters is located there.”


  “So we don’t need to actually be in Atlanta?” Kilo asked.


  Papa smiled. “See? Something can make Rapid City look good.” His smile faded. “Within a couple of hours by general aviation or helo,” he said. “Or closer. Not too close.”


  “Florida?” Kilo asked, hoping he didn’t sound too…hopeful.


  “What are you thinking?”


  He grabbed an empty chair at the table and settled into it. After motioning for the tablet and Papa handed it over, Kilo zoomed in on the southwestern coast, between Tampa and Naples. “Lot of nooks and crannies in this area. Lots of landing strips, commercial, general, and private. Lots of roads, even, if we had to, that are straight, flat, and paved.”


  Papa slowly nodded. “I’m tracking. Keep talking.”


  “I’m not going to lie and say I don’t have a special attachment to my home state,” Kilo said, “but there’s a lot to be said about Florida. Lots of islands off the coast there we might be able to take over. Solar and wind backups are easy to run, and cold won’t be much of an issue come winter if we’re far enough south. SSTs are low and it’s been a really quiet tropical storm season. Not to mention, there’s enough infrastructure, between Tampa, Miami, and Orlando, that we could make large supply runs for medical equipment. Helo or small plane can make it to Atlanta in under two hours from there. Hell, you can drive to Atlanta in six hours from Tampa, if the main roads are clear.”


  Papa looked at the other men assembled around the table. “Thoughts?”


  Most of them shrugged. Alpha turned the tablet around again so he could look at it right side up. “I’m not fond of Hellsworth, either,” he muttered. “Froze my balls off there my first year in.”


  “Anyone against Florida?” Papa asked.


  No one responded.


  “Then I’d say let’s make this our next goal. Right now, I want to be able to report that we swept every inch of this damn city for that missing woman before we’re forced to bug out of here.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Kilo also knew that when Foxtrot awoke and found out, he likely wouldn’t be happy with him or their commanding officer.


  Although Kilo would be the only one Foxtrot would grouse at. The Minnesota native hated hot and humid and had relished the temperate climate of Seattle.


  In fact, it was the least amount of bitching he’d heard roll from his partner’s mouth in the four years they’d been together. Foxtrot wasn’t a prima donna by any stretch of the imagination. Prima donnas wouldn’t survive the brutal, grueling washout process to make it onto a SOTIF team in the first place.


  Foxtrot could, however, be…fixated.


  And usually over something that irritated him.


  It wasn’t the worst annoying habit a guy could have.


  Kilo still sat at a table in the dining area, eating a sandwich, when he heard Foxtrot’s voice as he spoke to someone in the upstairs hallway. The building had an elevator, but they rarely used it unless they had to move equipment that was too bulky for the stairs. The Los Angeles quake was too fresh on everyone’s minds.


  Lima, their unit’s resident geek, leaned in and smacked his shoulder. “Have fun breaking the news to him,” he said with an evilly playful grin.


  “Gee, thanks.”


  A couple of minutes later, Foxtrot emerged from the stairwell.


  “Hey,” Foxtrot said as he headed straight for the coffee machine in the kitchen. When Kilo fixed his sandwich, he’d noticed the machine was empty and had made sure to put a fresh pot on, strong, and from his partner’s favorite grind.


  Let’s start off on a good note, at least.


  He hoped.


  “Hey,” Kilo called out to him. “Change of plans. No night watch for us.”


  They had the area to themselves. Everyone else had suddenly made themselves scarce.


  Chickenshits.


  He watched as in the kitchen, Foxtrot poured his coffee and turned, blowing over the top of the mug. “Why not?”


  “Papa wants us to go on sweep tonight.”


  “Man.” He sipped his coffee. “He’s not going to stick us back on day watch, is he?”


  “No, but tomorrow we’re going to take a run down to McChord so I can talk to Mal. Start planning our next move.”


  Foxtrot froze.


  Here we go…


  “Yeah? Where?” Foxtrot finally asked in a wary tone.


  Ease him in a toe at a time, or cannonball that bitch right smack into the deep end?


  Finally, Kilo decided it would be best treated like ripping a bandage off a wound, quick and in one motion. It’d sting like a motherfucker, but would be over a lot faster.


  “Florida.”


  Foxtrot stared at him for a moment before throwing his head back and practically howling. Somewhere in one of the other downstairs rooms, Kilo heard snickering.


  “Nooo! Goddammit, why there?”


  Kilo shoved the last bite of his sandwich into his mouth and stood to go wash his plate. “Suck it up, buttercup. We’re all in this together.” He shoved past Foxtrot to get to the sink.


  “But…Florida? Really? There’s a whole, big country out there we can hide out in. Why for fuck’s sake there? Wait, did you do this? You’ve been bitching every time we go somewhere the weather gets below seventy—”


  “I’ve been bitching? Hello, dude, fucking seriously? Unbefuckinglievable.” He washed his plate and stuck it in the drainer to dry. Then he turned and jabbed a finger at Kilo. “Be ready to move out at 20:00 hours. We have our orders.” He headed for the stairwell.


  


  * * * *


  


  Fuck. Foxtrot didn’t bother trying to follow his partner upstairs to kvetch at him. Orders were orders.


  Ugh. He stared at his perfectly good cup of coffee.


  What had been a perfectly good cup of coffee, until the bad news ruined it.


  He took another sip. He knew his rep in the unit. He pulled his weight, but he didn’t see any harm in bitching if he wasn’t happy about something, and there was something that could be done about the situation.


  He took another sip.


  Well, okay, so sometimes he bitched even when nothing could be done about the situation, but didn’t everyone?


  Oscar walked in and snorted.


  “Ha-ha,” Foxtrot said.


  “I take it you’ve heard.”


  “Yes.” He hoped he wasn’t sulking.


  “Learn to speak Spanish, for chrissake,” Oscar said.


  “Just because my name’s Carlos Romero and I look Hispanic doesn’t mean I automatically speak Spanish.”


  “My point exactly.”


  “Fuck you.”


  Oscar laughed and smacked him on the shoulder. “You’ll survive. We all will.”


  Foxtrot set his mug of coffee on the counter and went to get fixings from the fridge to put a sandwich together. “Didn’t say I wouldn’t survive. I just won’t enjoy it,” he muttered.


  He’d grown up in Minnesota, of all places. The only reason he spoke Vietnamese as well as he did was because of his best friend next door growing up. The guy’s family all spoke it, and he’d sort of picked it up by osmosis. The French he’d learned in school.


  How was he supposed to know the military would snap him up as a translator as a result? He always knew the military would be in his future, because he couldn’t afford college and didn’t have the grades for a scholarship. He just didn’t know he’d end up being as good as he was at his job, good enough to make him want to stick with it. See the world.


  Get his ass shot at.


  Well, he hadn’t counted on that part, but it wasn’t so bad. Wasn’t boring, that was for sure.


  And he hated being bored almost as much as he hated damned hot weather.


  “Fucking Florida,” he muttered again.


  


  * * * *


  


  Foxtrot had gotten his grousing out of his system and was ready to move out ten minutes ahead of Kilo, a fact for which he felt silently smug.


  Kilo noticed. “Don’t start with me.”


  Foxtrot shrugged. “Didn’t say a word.”


  Nine of them loaded up into two different vans down in the ground-level garage under the building. Foxtrot and Kilo ended up riding with Roscoe and Niner. In the other van, Uncle, Zed, Alpha, and Delta were leading the way, with Lima navigating off maps he pulled up on his tablet.


  The area they were searching tonight was a few miles south of their safe house, in the Rainier Valley district. But they didn’t want to call any attention to themselves, nine armed men running double-time down the streets of Seattle.


  Even in that historically eclectic town, that would likely draw attention.


  Their two matching vans, which Omega had procured for them not long after their arrival in the city, were dark blue and bore matching seals on the sides that declared them Federal Utilities Commission vehicles. Along with a numbered decal on the back door, they appeared official.


  Officially bullshit. They also had valid fleet tags registered to the FUC, acquired with a little help from Bubba, and resulting in a private giggle for the whole team when Omega told them.


  But the average citizen, and, more importantly, law enforcement officers, likely wouldn’t pay them a second’s worth of attention.


  They were all dressed in black pants and navy blue T’s, and once they arrived at their search location under the cover of darkness, they shouldn’t garner any attention.


  Two of them would stay with the vehicles and watch their six, ready to move and meet up with them as needed. Rainier Valley had been a middle-income residential neighborhood up until about thirty years earlier, when an earthquake and fire swept through the area. Many houses were never rebuilt, and trees and underbrush had reclaimed much of the area.


  Leaving plenty of hiding spaces for someone.


  “Do we really think she’s out here?” Foxtrot quietly asked in as non-grousing a tone as he could muster while they walked through one section of burned-out husks. They all wore face masks, and goggles with both night vision and FLIR capabilities. So far, all Foxtrot was picking up were rats, cats, and the occasional raccoon or stray dog that crossed through their field of vision. The only humans they’d seen so far were the ones who still made this their home, and the occasional homeless person.


  But since Korey wasn’t male, nor was she a middle-aged woman, they’d safely ruled out the contacts they’d had in that area so far. They also hadn’t come across any bodies, either.


  “I don’t know,” Kilo said, “but I’m not returning to base until I’ve searched our assigned area. I’m not phoning it in.” He glanced at Foxtrot. “That easily could have been me or you that got sick instead of Doc. I think we owe it to him, if nothing else, to keep looking. For what he went through.”


  Foxtrot snapped his jaw shut on the next round of kvetching he’d already been planning.


  Kilo was right.


  They’d been lucky. Damned lucky. They’d been exposed back in Vietnam, before they were scrambled to Australia. Them, and Roscoe and Niner. They’d had to sit there and wait, getting stuck every hour until Doc cleared them.


  Shoving his resignation out a mental window, Foxtrot screwed his head on straight and threw himself into the search. He’d never let down one of his unit, and he damn sure wasn’t about to start now.


  Chapter Eight


  


  The next morning, Kilo and Foxtrot grabbed showers early and made it down into the kitchen where Pandora was scrambling several dozen eggs for breakfast. It looked like she’d already cooked up a pan full of sausage links.


  “You’re up early,” she said.


  “Duty calls, snowflake,” Kilo playfully teased. The feisty redhead had been the first woman added to their unit. The Chicago native had been their lead to find Q, the first doctor they’d brought in. Even though Pandora was her official code name, they still sometimes called her snowflake, after a heated exchange she and Tango, one of her men, had in the very beginning.


  Pandora turned, hands planted on her hips. “Better watch out I don’t spit in your eggs.” Her teasing smile told him otherwise.


  While she was paired with Doc and Tango, she was like a sister to the rest of them. All the women had settled in like that, actually. Any of the men would fight or die for them the way they would their fellow men, but they’d never dream of being inappropriate with another team’s woman.


  And considering most of the women in their unit had a fondness for castration—or in Clara’s case, practical experience in it—it wasn’t a line any of the men were willing to cross even if they wanted to.


  Which they didn’t.


  “Aw, you wouldn’t do that to me, would you, snowflake?” Kilo asked.


  “She flung a pancake at Roscoe that time,” Foxtrot reminded him.


  “Yeah, well, Roscoe’s an asshole,” he said.


  “Hey,” Roscoe said as he walked in. “I resemble that remark.” Roscoe admitted he wasn’t always the easiest guy to get along with when it came to women. That Annie had settled down with him and Niner still came as a complete surprise to everyone else.


  “How come you don’t spit in his food?” Kilo asked. “I’m not an asshole.”


  She smiled. “Who says I don’t?”


  Roscoe had started to reach for a plate and hesitated. “You’re just yanking my chain, right?” Roscoe had a thick Brooklyn accent that made him sound like he’d just walked out of the borough.


  “Maaaybe,” Pandora teased. “Go ahead. Have some eggs. I dare ya.”


  Roscoe stood there, the epitome of indecision as Kilo and Foxtrot tried not to laugh at him.


  At least Foxtrot had settled down and not bitched anymore about Florida.


  In a blatantly transparent attempt to buy himself some time to decide if the food was spit-free, Roscoe turned to the other men. “You two off to McChord today?”


  “Yeah. Bubba confirmed the guy I know is still there.”


  “Have fun with that.”


  “Great day for a drive,” Foxtrot said as he dove in and spooned himself some eggs, and sausage, onto his plate. He grinned at Roscoe and waved his plate under the man’s nose before he headed for a table.


  Kilo struggled not to laugh at their friend’s consternated expression. Poor Roscoe, he really didn’t mean to come off as an asshole to women. And in all fairness, the past few weeks with Annie had been good for him. He was far more sensitive than he had been.


  Still…


  Kilo grabbed his own plate of food. Roscoe started to reach toward the plates again, when Pandora brightly grinned at him, making him step back as if she were a cat who’d just hissed.


  Foxtrot laughed. “Dude, she was teasing. Eat.”


  Niner, Roscoe’s partner, chose that moment to walk in. “You pissin’ off our cook again? Jeez Louise, remind me to get down here first, for fuck’s sake. I don’t want her pissed off at me, too.”


  It was after eight when Kilo and Foxtrot finally grabbed a truck and started out. In khakis and T-shirts, but with concealed handguns, they headed south with Kilo behind the wheel.


  Kilo had hoped for a relatively quiet and gripe-free trip, but it was not to be.


  Foxtrot practically had his head hung out the window. “It’s gorgeous up here. Who the hell would want to leave here for Florida?”


  Aaaaand here we go. Again.


  “I grew up there. Who in their right mind would want to live in a place where you have to shovel your ass off every winter? And did you ever notice your farking mosquitoes there are bigger than the ones we have in Florida?”


  Foxtrot turned and grinned. “I’m going to have fun busting your chops while we’re there.”


  “Yeah? Well, at least I’ll be in Florida. We ever get our asses into the wild northern yonder, I’ll be sure to bust your ass about every little thing.”


  Kilo didn’t know if he’d get a chance to visit any family while in Florida. They probably couldn’t afford the risk. His father still lived there, and his younger sister, north of Tampa.


  They’d lost his mom and older brother in a flu epidemic fifteen years earlier.


  Kilo had considered calling ahead to his contact, then decided against it. Either they would or wouldn’t be allowed onto the base. As they pulled up to the gate, they tugged their surgical masks down so the MPs could see their whole faces. Then they presented their fake IDs, which had been issued to them by Bubba. They were valid military IDs, they just listed them as Ken Barbie and Louis Johnson instead of Carlos Romero and Leo Briggs. Apparently they were as good as Bubba said they were, because after a quick scan of the IDs, a clear stick test, and a quick comment that face masks weren’t mandatory on base as of that time, the MPs waved them through with no further questions and a brief set of directions on how to find Sgt. Kensey in his hangar office over near the flight line.


  “How long’s it been since you’ve seen this guy?” Foxtrot asked.


  “Oh, about six years, since we’ve never flown through here. I spent a year stationed out here before I joined the team. Did a lot of wilderness training out on Rainier and Saint Helens.”


  “Oh. I didn’t know that.”


  “You never asked.” Kilo flashed Foxtrot a wide, sarcastic smile.


  “Not like we’re getting married, dude.”


  “We could be.” He pulled up in front of the hangar and shut the truck off. “We sleep together all the time and never have sex.”


  “Asshole.”


  “And see? Then there’s the names you call me. Tsk. No wonder we’re not married.”


  Kilo successfully suppressed his laugh at the glare Foxtrot beamed him. Kilo loved teasing his partner, mostly because he considered it payback for what he had to put up with.


  They got out and Kilo took the lead. They found the sergeant inside the hangar, where he was giving a group of guys their orders for the day. When he dismissed them, the man smiled and waved at them, heading over. Instead of an unlit cigarette hanging out of Mal’s mouth, Kilo was glad to see the older man working on pulping a toothpick.


  “Hey, there. Haven’t see you in a while, L—”


  “Louis,” Kilo finished for him, shaking with him.


  The veteran was a quick study and nodded. “That’s right. Louis. Who’s your friend?”


  Foxtrot shook with him. “Ken.”


  “Sure you are. Let’s go into my office.”


  Mal shut the door behind them and dropped his voice. “Had an unusual e-mail this morning from an old acquaintance of mine who I thought had dropped off the face of the earth years ago,” he said without preamble. “And now you’re here.” He smiled. “Damn, this place will get exciting for a change, won’t it?”


  McChord wasn’t the snazziest of assignments. In its day, it had been a larger base. Now it mostly ran support and maintenance for the Coast Guard air units, and anyone heading to or from Alaska, or providing support for units doing training maneuvers in the area.


  “Looking for a ride, Mal,” Kilo said. “Down-low. We’ll get you orders if you can get it for us.”


  “What do you need? I’ll find it for you if I don’t have it.”


  “Need a long-haul cargo shipper,” he said. “Fixed wing, big enough to make a long jump and carry a big vehicle inside.”


  “How big a vehicle?”


  “An RV. Don’t ask why.”


  Mal looked puzzled. “An RV? What the heck is that?”


  “You know,” Foxtrot said. “Weekend getaways, camping with the folks. Recreation vehicle.”


  “Oh, you really mean an RV.”


  “That’s what I said,” Kilo said.


  “You looking for a wide-body? A heavy?”


  “Not that big.”


  Mal’s smile widened. “And you’ll need a pilot, too, right?”


  “Yep.”


  His smile faded. “SOTIF?”


  Kilo exchanged a glance with Foxtrot. “Why?”


  “I have great idea, but need to know a little more.”


  Kilo nodded, pointing to himself. “Kilo, and Foxtrot.”


  Mal’s eyebrows lifted. “Holy shit,” he whispered. “You’re the Drunk Monkeys.”


  Foxtrot lifted his index finger and pressed it against his lips.


  “Okay,” Mal said. “No wonder my friend was so spare on details in his e-mail.”


  “Right now, our unit is stateside,” Kilo said. “Need to head to other climes for a while with some precious cargo.”


  “No combat or hot zones?”


  “Define hot,” Foxtrot snarked.


  “Shh,” Kilo said. “No combat in the foreseeable future,” Kilo assured Mal.


  “Then I might be able to get you a C-160 Zeus, complete with a pilot. Problem is, the crew is short by three. Pilot only.”


  “A Zeus? Holy crap, that’d be perfect,” Foxtrot said.


  Kilo ignored him. “Well, a couple of our guys have some flight time. One of our guys is a large helo jockey with some fixed-wing hours. What happened to the rest of the crew?”


  Mal’s entire demeanor changed, turning somber. “Don’t know if you heard this scuttlebutt or not. There was an untimely evac out of El Segundo due to the base getting overrun by Kiters and rioters. The Zeus was down on the flight line. The pilot was there, the rest of the crew was elsewhere on the base when shit got hot and heavy. They’re MIA, presumed deceased.”


  “Shit,” Foxtrot muttered. “What kind of fucking asshole leaves their crew behind?”


  Mal was about three inches shorter and twenty years older than Foxtrot, but he pulled himself up tall and stepped into the younger man’s face. “Don’t you dare make assumptions, asshole. When you’ve got a ground crew practically pushing you down the runway, and a control tower screaming orders at you to take off, you go, full crew or not. You don’t question, you don’t hesitate. You take orders and go.”


  Kilo would have laughed at the way Foxtrot, a seasoned veteran of many a firefight, looked like he was about to shit himself, except Kilo realized how upset Mal was over this.


  He must really respect the pilot to be defending them.


  “Apologize, dude,” Kilo told Foxtrot. Technically, since he outranked Foxtrot he could order him to apologize, but any apology he had to order out of the man wasn’t worth the air to say it.


  “I’m sorry,” Foxtrot said. “We barely made it out of LA, too. I didn’t know. I shouldn’t have assumed.”


  Despite his faults, Foxtrot did have sincerity on his side. Kilo could tell Foxtrot felt awful about what he’d said.


  Mal nodded and stood down. “Good enough. Well, let’s go see if we can talk you into a Zeus.” He stepped back and opened the door. “I’ll run us down there in my Jeep.”


  “The Zeus is here?” Kilo asked.


  “Yeah. The Punchy Panda.”


  Foxtrot let out a snort.


  Mal frowned. “Don’t let the plane’s name fool you. Captain Kyong Tran will rip you a new one and have you giving thanks for the opportunity, if you’re not careful.”


  “I guess we should go talk to a pilot,” Kilo said.


  Chapter Nine


  


  Maybe I should think about Florida.


  Kyong knew the more time that passed without any word about the fate of her crew—or of her commanding officer, for that matter—that she should press for a change, a reassignment.


  Mal really liked her, and not in a creepy way. She could tell he was concerned about her and her future. Kept dropping not-so-subtle hints about how a change in latitude and attitude maybe being the best thing for her right now.


  If not Tampa, she could get herself reassigned to another part of the country, where life moved at a slightly easier pace. Or, if she ended up in Tampa, maybe she could get a little excitement crewing on a hurricane hunter from time to time.


  That wouldn’t be so bad.


  She liked to fly. Loved it. Lived for it. But she’d be the first to admit she didn’t have the thrill-seeking, adrenaline-junkie personality some pilots possessed. She’d deliberately chosen to take a transport/tanker track in the academy, instead of fighter pilot or bomber.


  She wanted to fly, not die.


  Good on those who had that do-or-die initiative. They needed every last one of those kinds of personalities they could get in the military. And if she needed to be pressed into service doing something like that, okay, sure. She’d follow orders.


  Didn’t mean she’d like or enjoy it.


  I should move their gear.


  She plopped herself onto the deck in front of the storage lockers where her crew’s gear still sat, untouched. They’d been between permanent assignments, in transition, and had kept their stuff stored on board until they knew where they’d end up. So used to traveling light anyway, they’d kept their stuff stowed here.


  They had only arrived at El Segundo two weeks before the shit hit the fan. They’d been flying supplies between Hawaii and Guam for months on a semi-temporary assignment when they’d been moved stateside again. Yasco hadn’t told them where they’d end up, although he’d mentioned something about them maybe being assigned to Denver, the old Buckley base, which would have been okay with her.


  Not her preferred station, but certainly not the worst assignment possible. Winters and winter flying were a bitch there sometimes, depending on the weather, but there were always worse places, like active hot zones.


  I should put their gear in storage. If any next of kin did inquire about Andrews, Porter, or O’Connell, the military could ship their personal effects to them.


  She just couldn’t bring herself to do it, to remove their gear and hand it over to some faceless government wonk who’d toss it all in a dark storage unit somewhere after making a notation in their personnel records. Kyong was about to close the lockers again when she heard the sound of a Jeep approaching. She walked over to the doorway and saw Mal driving up with two guys, one riding shotgun, the other in back.


  When they pulled up under the shade of the Panda’s starboard wing, she climbed down the stairs and walked over as Mal shut off the Jeep.


  “What’s going on, Mal?” she asked as she leaned against the front driver-side fender.


  The two guys with him wore nondescript unis that could be civvie clothes, khaki trousers and black T-shirts that looked like they were painted onto their ripped and ready torsos. The one in the backseat had brown eyes, black hair, and caramel skin she wanted to lick from head to toe to see if he tasted as good as he looked. The other was a blond-haired, blue-eyed cutie with a rugged jaw and quiet good looks. She suspected could get pretty loud in the sack, if he wanted.


  What? Wait. Idiot.


  Yes, it’d been way too long since her last ride in a rack. Over three years. She’d been too damned busy, for starters. Then TMFU hit and the last thing on her mind had been getting laid. She’d never been in the market for a relationship. Well, mostly because the guys she’d slept with weren’t exactly relationship material, or looking for anything more permanent themselves. She’d simply been seeking a good time, a warm body, a temporary diversion.


  These two guys hit her radar, hard.


  Both men seemed intently focused on her, too.


  Obviously, I’m overdue for a psych eval. Sex should be the absolute last thing on my mind right now.


  “Want to introduce you to a couple of friends of mine,” Mal said. “This is Foxtrot”—he hooked a thumb over his shoulder at the backseat passenger—“and Kilo.” The blond hunk riding shotgun nodded. “Guys, this is Captain Kyong Tran.”


  “Nice to see you have friends, Mal,” she said. “Is there a reason for this social call?”


  Mal grinned around the toothpick he was currently in the process of pulping. “Remember how I was talking about you maybe getting reassigned?”


  “Yeah?”


  “How you feel about joining a SOTIF team?”


  Her eyes narrowed as she took another appraising look at the two men Mal had shuttled out to her plane. “What the hell?” Her PT stats were great, but no way in hell could she ever qualify for a SOTIF team.


  Not that she wanted to in the first place. That would mean deliberately putting herself in the line of fire, charging into places others ran from. Flying into an unfriendly zone was different than heading in there to the front lines.


  “I think you’re off your goddamned rocker, is what I think,” she said.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kilo wished the pilot would take her mirrored sunglasses off so he could get a better look at her face. Somehow, he’d either missed the memo or hadn’t paid close enough attention when Mal was telling them about the Punchy Panda’s pilot on their ride down to the plane. He’d related her stats, that she was thirty-four, a decorated and skilled pilot, experienced, everything they’d need for their mission.


  Through all of that, the fact that Captain Tran was a woman had totally escaped Kilo.


  Until he’d set eyes on her, that was. Even in her flight coveralls he could make out her slim, athletic build. Around five nine or so, her straight brown hair was pulled into a short braid and pinned into a bun on the back of her head, out of her way.


  She was four years older than him, outranked him, and he strongly suspected he’d be trying to plant his dick inside her if he spent too much time around her.


  Holy crap.


  “Look, we need a plane and a pilot,” Kilo said. “From what Mal told us, you’re perfect.”


  “I also don’t have a crew. Did he tell you that, or did they start sending you SOTIF guys through flight school and not bother to mention it to the rest of us?”


  Aaaand she’s feisty.


  When his cock stirred, he fought the urge to adjust his trousers.


  Down, boy.


  He realized Foxtrot had gone uncharacteristically quiet and glanced back at him. His partner’s gaze was anchored on the pilot.


  Oh, boy.


  “Do us a favor and come talk to our CO with us,” Kilo said.


  “Why should I?”


  He got out of the Jeep and motioned for her to follow him a few steps away so he could lower his voice and speak to her out of Mal’s hearing. “We’re on a top-secret mission. it’s no exaggeration that the world is at stake.”


  She crossed her arms over her chest while he stared at his own reflection in her mirrored sunglasses. “Isn’t the world always at stake with you SOTIF guys? Look, I’m no warrior. I’m a pilot.”


  “And a pilot is exactly what we need. This is all top secret. We’re trying to protect people working on a Kite vaccine. And we need to move them and their research to Florida. You and your plane are perfect. Don’t make us waste valuable time hunting around for another plane and crew to do this, huh? Adding you to our unit will attract a hell of a lot less attention than us sniping another plane and crew from an existing unit elsewhere. And we need a full-time fixed-wing pilot. We have a helo jockey, but while that’s helpful, current events have proven we need more than that.”


  Foxtrot walked over and joined them. “Look,” he said, voice low and focused on Kilo, “if she doesn’t want to, I’m sure we can find a better pilot.”


  Whether his partner had intended to pull a Roscoe with the woman or not, it had the effect Kilo wanted.


  She ripped off her glasses and rose up on her toes to get in Foxtrot’s face. Gorgeous brown, almond-shaped eyes full of ammunition, aimed, primed, and ready to fire on his partner.


  “What’s your rank, again, soldier?” she asked, sounding about a hundred pounds heavier and a foot taller than she really was.


  Foxtrot leaned back but didn’t give ground. “Um, PFC.”


  She jabbed him in the chest with a finger. “Let me tell you something, PFC supersecret guy. I’m a damn good pilot. I can probably outfly most if not all of your choices for your cargo jaunt, so don’t pull that shit with me, you hear?”


  “Uh, sure.”


  “What was that?”


  Kilo struggled not to laugh as Foxtrot snapped to attention. “Ma’am, yes, ma’am.”


  Captain Tran held her position and death-glare another long moment before finally stepping back. “At ease.” She looked at Kilo. “So take me to this CO of yours before Foxtail here pisses me off again.”


  “Foxtrot,” Kilo said, laughter breaking through. “And yes, ma’am.”


  I think we just found our pilot.


  Chapter Ten


  


  General Arliss reviewed status reports and personnel files. He was on the hunt for an elusive prey.


  So far, there’d be no takers for the bait they’d laid out that the Drunk Monkeys were heading to Salt Lake City. Part of him had hoped there would be, simply so he could have the satisfaction of having the mole taken out.


  The Los Angeles earthquake, while horrible, had been a bonus for him. It meant Macaletto was considered MIA out there as a result of everything that had happened. Originally Arliss had set up the ops as totally black and off the books, but the unhappy coincidence made his life easier, for once.


  Meaning virtually no paperwork on his part once he’d changed the rosters and listed Macaletto as having flown to El Segundo. They were operating under a state of emergency in that region. One missing officer out of hundreds—thousands—of missing officers and enlisted men was nothing.


  He still didn’t feel comfortable rescinding the OTG order he’d given SOTIF1 back when they were in Australia. He didn’t want to do it too soon and expose any vulnerabilities in his overall command chain. While he felt relatively certain his own hive and food chain were once again in order, he couldn’t stake his life, or theirs, on the fact that other hives and food chains might be compromised.


  He wanted to believe the other SOTIF commanders were loyal to him, but there were no guarantees their food chains were.


  Too much was riding on the successful outcome of this mission to take a chance fucking it up from his end because he wanted to do things the easy way.


  No, better the Drunk Monkeys, and their precious cargo, remained out in the cold and under deep cover. They could take care of themselves better that way.


  And it meant less questions he’d have to answer in official channels, although the president should be pretty hands-off now that he’d laid down the facts of life to her in no uncertain terms.


  It hadn’t been a bluff, either.


  He didn’t bluff. Bluffing was for the weak, for people who knew they didn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell of succeeding any other way, or for people who had their balls to the wall with no other option.


  He was in neither of those positions.


  What he had was a small but growing list of names, people he wanted out on their asses in such a fashion that the door didn’t even have time to hit them on the way out. He’d already called President Kennedy’s office and set up a private meeting with her for first thing the next morning. By that time, he’d have a full grasp of what he was dealing with, where dead wood needed to be trimmed, and even more importantly, who needed to be slotted in those soon-to-be-vacant positions. None of them were ones requiring Congressional committee approval, either. They were staffing positions.


  Bubba was working furiously on his end to dig up as much as he could, too. Arliss could only imagine the network the man had at his disposal, retired and possibly even still active intelligence operatives, all of them eager to get things squared away as quickly as possible.


  All of them on the same page as he was regarding the direction of the country. There’d been a period early in the previous century where conservative religious zealots had tried to take control of politics with the help of big business, who’d been happily steering them along and feeding them money. Fortunately, the cycle had righted itself and the country had once again entered a relatively peaceful and prosperous time.


  The world had tried to fall apart around them, with religious zealots of other flavors struggling to get a foothold, but their military had managed to do a pretty decent job keeping them in check.


  Now…


  Big businesses had once again gotten their claws into a couple of generations of politicians and people who didn’t see the forest for the trees. They’d run their economy off the rails and gotten them enmeshed in wars they had no business being involved in as a country.


  And now…Kite.


  This was his chance, likely his last chance, to pump the bilge and right the sinking ship. If his efforts failed, not just their country, but the entire world would tip and chaos would engulf the globe. Eventually, the virus would burn itself out, but at what cost? The infrastructure wouldn’t be able to sustain itself, there wouldn’t be enough trained people to keep things going, and the world would devolve into another Dark Ages of their own creation.


  He’d be damned if he’d sit by and let that happen.


  And cleaning house, ruthlessly and with callous disregard for what was legal as opposed to what was right for the world at large, was his first order of business.


  Starting right there in Washington, DC. His next order of business, contingent upon Bubba finally cracking his way into the main Church of the Rising Sunset’s computer network, would be taking down Reverend Hannibal Silo by any means necessary.


  It’s going to be a long, bloody fall and winter.


  Literally.


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Foxtrot and Kilo climbed into the backseat of the Jeep to wait while Captain Tran changed out of her uniform and into jeans and a blouse inside the plane. She emerged a few minutes later, messenger bag slung across her shoulder, and locked things up. Then she climbed into the front seat next to Mal to ride with them back to the hangar where their truck sat parked.


  Foxtrot tried not to stare at the back of the pilot’s head as Mal drove. Foxtrot was seated directly behind her and caught whiffs of her sweet scent, not perfume, likely deodorant or something, as they rode.


  Guess I’ll end up riding in the backseat to Seattle.


  She was gorgeous, beautiful. Skilled.


  Intelligent.


  Aaaand she outranked him.


  Yes, he should have spent more time trying to make rank. He was a linguist, for chrissake. He had a job, he had a deep-seated need to stay alive while in the field on missions, and he wasn’t really mechanically inclined beyond operating a variety of firearms he had to deal with. When the opportunity to join the SOTIF program had been announced, he’d done it more for the money than anything. It’d actually shocked him when others he’d thought were in better physical shape than him had washed out during the process.


  And sure, some of the others in their unit had paired up with women who’d crossed their paths, but this was different.


  She outranked him. And Kilo.


  Not that Foxtrot had a problem with it, but she probably would, and did. Not to mention fraternization rules and all that bullshit. She wasn’t a civvie. She was an officer.


  Just our dumb luck.


  Figured they couldn’t stumble across a gorgeous, smart woman who was a civilian. Oh, no. Not them. They had to fark up royally and find an officer who outranked them.


  Of course he’d immediately headed for the truck’s backseat when they reached their ride. Kilo glanced at him, eyebrows raised and brow furrowed, but didn’t say anything about it.


  Foxtrot wondered if she’d even bother talking to them, but to his surprise, Kilo struck up a conversation with her as they rode up I-5.


  Foxtrot kept his mouth shut. He’d already tasted foot once that day.


  That was enough for him.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kyong had to admit these SOTIF guys weren’t like ones she’d met before. Then again, the others she’d met had been under completely different circumstances.


  Well, the driver, at least, wasn’t like that.


  Foxtrot sat in the back and kept his mouth shut. She tried not to form snap judgments about people, but that guy had rubbed her the wrong way from the start.


  But Kilo seemed to be not just a nice guy, but a pretty smart one, too. Witty, and with a previous knowledge of the area from his time spent there.


  “Too bad it’s not under different circumstances or we could take a day hike on Rainier,” he said.


  “I like hiking. Not that I’ve had much time to do any of that lately.”


  “You and me, both.”


  “Okay,” she said. “So give me all the details so I don’t waste your CO’s time, or mine, when we get there. What’s going on?”


  “Top secret.”


  “Duh.”


  Foxtrot listened while Kilo gave her the full story, minus details about the women who’d joined their group actually being romantically linked to several of the pairs of men. When his partner finished the gory story, starting with the basic details about how Kite the drug and the virus came to be, and ending with how they’d arrived in Seattle a few weeks earlier, she slumped back in her seat.


  “Holy crap,” she whispered.


  “Yep,” Kilo said. “It’s not bullshit when I say we really need a good pilot who can safely help move us and our precious cargo.”


  She went silent, staring out the passenger window at the passing landscape. After a couple of minutes, she spoke again. “This Silo guy. You’re sure he’s involved with that place in LA?”


  “Yep. We’ve got solid intel from a trusted source.”


  “Who the hell is he, anyway?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Foxtrot finally broke his silence. “You’ve never heard of him?”


  She turned to look over the back of the seat, just enough to shoot him a baleful glare. “I’m sorry, but I don’t get free time to sit around watching TV and stay up-to-date on pop culture. I’ve been a little busy.”


  He snapped his mouth shut. Any reply he let loose would likely get him into hotter water with this woman than he already was.


  He didn’t miss the evil expression Kilo shot him in the rearview mirror, either.


  Yes, they’d shared women in the past. There probably wasn’t a pair of guys in their unit who hadn’t done that at least once during their time together as a unit.


  But Foxtrot knew if Kilo thought Captain Tran would be the woman to complete their triad, then his partner had hopped the wrong train of thought. The last thing Foxtrot wanted to do was tangle with an officer who could cause them a world of hurt.


  He kept his mouth shut the rest of the way back to the safe house while she played twenty questions with Kilo about their situation. From the tone and direction of her questions, Foxtrot suspected she wasn’t going to fight this assignment after all despite her earlier protests.


  After stick tests that everyone was beginning to think were a waste of time based on their latest findings about some of the Kite strains, they went upstairs and found Papa eating lunch with Alpha and some of the others.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kyong nodded as Kilo made introductions. When she started to come to attention when he said that Papa was one Major Sam Warner, the man himself waved her down.


  “At ease, captain,” Papa said. “We’re off-the-grid. OTG means ranks go out the window. Our job is to fulfill our mission.” He focused on Kilo. “You told her everything?”


  “Yes, sir. The overview. We wanted to save time. She knows the mission status is classified.”


  “All right,” Papa said. “So? Would you like to join a SOTIF unit?”


  “I suspect I don’t have much of a choice,” she said.


  “Oh, you always have a choice. But you might not like hearing me say Kilo is right. Given your current circumstances, you are the perfect solution to our problem. And whether you like it or not, I can have the orders cut in less than an hour by General Arliss and hand-delivered to the base commander at McChord.”


  The tone he’d used wasn’t threatening. It had come across as downright friendly.


  Unfortunately, she knew the way the military worked, and he was absolutely right. But if she was going to get assigned to a SOTIF unit, she wanted a little give to their take.


  “I have a condition of my own,” she said.


  Papa crossed his arms over his chest but nodded for her to continue.


  “My brother died a couple of months ago in New York City. Supposedly it was a drug overdose but I don’t buy it for a second. I want to know what really happened. If you’ve got a guy that deep in the system, maybe he can throw some assets in that direction.”


  “We’re trying to save the world. We mentioned that, right?”


  “Yeah, and I’m not saying do that to the exclusion of the mission. But see what he can do.”


  Papa stood and extended a hand to her. “Fair enough. I think that’s a reasonable request. I’ll ask him if he can find out anything. Give me the particulars I can pass along.”


  She shook with him. “Thank you. I appreciate it.”


  “And I’m sorry about your crew.” He looked around. “Victor,” he called out. “Where are you? Front and center.”


  Above them, she heard others call out the man’s name and the sound of someone pounding on a door. A moment later, a dripping wet man wrapped in nothing but a towel streaked down the stairs and ran into the room. “What?”


  Papa laughed. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to interrupt your shower.”


  He looked at Kyong and reddened in the face a little as he pulled the towel higher and more securely around his waist. “No problem, sir.”


  The CO detailed the situation to the man, who Kyong quickly grokked was their helo jockey. Once he was up to speed, Victor said, “Yeah, I can copilot. I’ll need serious training on something that size, but I have around twenty hours of real flight time logged in an old C-130 Hercules. They’re similar. And I have a few hours of C-160 sim time.”


  “Similar doesn’t mean the same,” she said more to Papa than to Victor. “And simulated time isn’t actual flight hours. Not to mention, it still leaves me two crew short, minimum, including a loadmaster.”


  Papa looked at Victor, handing it off to him. “Thoughts?”


  Victor rubbed at the back of his neck with the hand that wasn’t holding the towel. “Zed’s had some crew chief time, hasn’t he? And I think he had some glider training. Echo would probably be the other guy easiest to bring up to speed, short-term. He’s had a little stick time on the Exhart and smaller helos, and some fixed-wing sim time. A couple of the guys have some small fixed-wing hours, but I don’t think anyone else has a license or full rating.”


  Papa returned his attention to her. “If I give you those three guys and you try them out, evaluate them, see if they’re trainable in a short period of time, that good enough for now? I also want Echo and Zed to get some hours on the controls of that bird. Maybe work up to touch-and-go’s with them if you can, get them up to speed on the flight controls, all of that. We need more people cross-trained on it.”


  “Oh, suuuure,” she snarked. “No problem, because everyone knows flying a helo or glider is the same as flying a massive cargo plane. Should I teach them mid-air refueling while I’m at it?”


  Papa grinned. “If you think you can, knock yourself out.”


  “We’re doomed,” Kilo deadpanned. He turned to Foxtrot and slapped him on the shoulder. “Been nice working with ya, buddy.” Several of the others laughed.


  “All right, you bunch of comedians,” Papa said, returning his focus to her. “Based on the parameters of our mission, it’d be preferable if we don’t have to run clearance checks on new crew. My men are battle-tested. It’s easier to teach skills than nerves.”


  He had a point.


  A damned good point.


  One she could not, unfortunately, counter with any effectiveness. The Zeus had a state-of-the-art computer system. The extra crew was redundant, in some ways. Her solo flight from El Segundo was proof of that.


  But they’d been her crew, her team.


  Her friends.


  “Okay,” she finally said. “So let’s see if I can teach a bunch of drunk monkeys how to fly.”


  Papa let out a laugh. “Captain Tran, I think you’re going to fit in just fine around here.” He let Victor return to his interrupted shower. She wouldn’t deny her eyes followed the man’s tight and towel-clad ass as he climbed the stairs again and ascended out of sight.


  The SOTIF hunks were just that—hunks.


  Even Kilo and Foxtrot.


  Especially them.


  Focus.


  At the table was seated a large black man who’d been introduced as Omega. He spoke up, his question directed at his CO. “Do we have a firm timetable on leaving Seattle yet?”


  “Not yet,” Papa said. “Why?”


  “I want to take a run with Canuck to visit her doctor friend tonight or tomorrow. I’ve been hearing some things and want to talk with her to get her take on them.”


  “Like what?”


  “Details about an aggressive black market medical supply operation in the area.”


  “Okay. You and Uncle handle it.”


  A short woman carrying a plate of food and wearing a sidearm walked out of the kitchen area. “Him and Uncle handle what?” she asked, leaning in to kiss Omega before she sat next to him at the table.


  Kyong hoped she masked her surprise.


  “Going to talk to Canuck’s friend,” Papa explained. “You can go with, if you’d like, for backup.”


  “Roger roger,” she said. “I’m going stir crazy here. And no offense to Pandora, but it turns out I do not have a green thumb, much to my dismay.”


  Papa introduced them. “Captain Tran, this is Chief. She’s partners with Omega and Echo.”


  “Partners?” She hadn’t realized there were female SOTIF team members. She thought she’d understood that the women who had joined their group were civvies.


  Chief waved hello at Kyong. “Yep. Stick around, you might find yourself stuck to two of them, too.” Omega playfully elbowed her in protest. “I didn’t say that was a bad thing, big guy,” she said.


  “Being OTG,” Papa said, “has led to some interesting and unforeseen…developments.”


  “Developments?”


  He briefly detailed how the twenty-man unit was divided into buddy teams of two men each.


  Five of whom were now triads with women who’d joined their travels.


  Kyong resisted the urge to glance at Kilo and Foxtrot. For starters, they were both handsome guys she wouldn’t mind a roll in the rack with under normal circumstances. But right now, the last thing on her mind was a roll in the rack.


  At least, it should be the last thing on her mind.


  In spite of how Foxtrot had aggravated her from the start, she wouldn’t deny he was a handsome hunk of man. And so was Kilo.


  Fooooocuuuuusssss.


  “So what is the next step?” she asked, then quickly added, “I mean how do you want to proceed with me training them? The guys you said. For extra crew.”


  If she could, she’d turn around and pound her forehead against the wall just to make herself stop talking.


  “Well, no offense, Captain, but I want you bunked here with the rest of our group. I would suspect that it’s too late in the day to schedule any flight time without causing undue suspicion. Kilo and Foxtrot can accompany you back to McChord to pick up your gear, and you can arrange training time tomorrow, to start with. I don’t want to split my team up too much, if I can help it. I won’t have to send Kilo and Foxtrot back with you on the days you’re there with the other three.”


  She thought Kilo and Foxtrot looked a little disappointed by that news, but they didn’t interrupt their CO and he continued.


  “We’ll play the schedule by ear, for now. The more training time you can get those three, obviously, the better it will be. But our mission needs to come first. If I need them here for watch or an operation, that takes precedent.” He nodded to Kilo and Foxtrot. “So for the time being, gentlemen, she’s your package.”


  She resisted the urge to protest that declaration. If she was reading more into it than Papa meant, it would make it look like she was looking for something that she wasn’t.


  “Where am I bunking?” she asked.


  Another woman, who’d been passing through to the kitchen, stopped. She looked a little older than the rest of them. “I’ve got that large corner office,” she said. “Plenty of room. And I’m mostly working nights in the lab now, so I’m usually not even there. She can bunk in there with me, if you want.”


  “Problem solved,” Papa said.


  It definitely wasn’t her imagination that Kilo and Foxtrot now looked a little more disappointed than they had before. “Fine with me,” Kyong said.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  After eating lunch, the two men were going to take her back to McChord. Victor had rejoined them, this time dry and fully clothed. He also looked like he’d just shaved, and seemed eager to spend time talking to her.


  She thinking about setting him straight, that she was there for the mission and that was all, when another guy walked in.


  “Oh, this is Echo,” Kilo said, introducing Kyong to him and explaining to him who she was. “He’s the guy we told you about who was going to fly the helo in Santa Clarita.”


  Okay, that was why his name had sounded familiar to her when Papa had assigned her the crew.


  He wasn’t bad looking, either. “Dude, you tried to fly a helo with less than an hour of instruction?” she asked. “Props, man. Mega props.” She fist-bumped Echo. “No pun intended. Did you shit yourself?”


  “Only three times,” he groused. “But the last time was a shart and technically shouldn’t count.”


  “You should’ve seen the damn pilot who tried to teach him,” Victor chimed in. “He had that poor bastard scared clean out of his mind. Damn good thing the guy had a conscience and didn’t want Echo to kill himself or anyone else while flying that bird. You should have heard him ranting at me after he picked me up. Had to listen to him all the way back to Santa Clarita.”


  Echo grinned. “Hey, I’m no fool. I probably could have managed it, but I was hoping I could use a little persuasion to coax him into flying me there and bringing Victor back.”


  “Well, good for you,” Kyong said. Then, her gaze narrowed and she jabbed Echo in the chest. “You try any of that shit with me and my bird,” she warned, “and I’ll de-nut you myself.”


  “Where the hell do we find these women?” Foxtrot grumbled. “They’re all fixated on castrations and killings.”


  She turned. “What?”


  “Never mind,” all of the men said. Since there weren’t any other women there to ask for clarification, Kyong opted to file it away for future reference.


  It was obvious the men had no desire to enlighten her.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kilo was glad to get the captain out of there and get back on the road to McChord. He didn’t like the way Victor and Echo had been looking at her.


  Hello, Pot. My name’s Kettle…


  Hey, Papa had said she was their package. At the very least, the other guys could wait to make moony eyes at her until she’d said yay or nay to them first.


  Dibs.


  Then again, he suspected she was the kind of woman that if she even knew he was thinking those kinds of thoughts about her, possessive—


  Holy crap. I need help.


  It’d been waaay too long since he’d been laid. Not that he begrudged any of the others for finding happiness but he wouldn’t deny he wished there was a woman for him and Foxtrot to share, too.


  He noticed that as she questioned him in more detail about their experiences thus far, she stayed conspicuously clear of any discussions of the more personal aspects of what had happened.


  “Do you really think you can get those guys up to speed on your plane?” Kilo asked her.


  There was something about the thought of three other guys getting to spend all that time with her and they…didn’t. Well, okay, two other guys. Echo didn’t count, because he and Omega were obviously happy with Chief.


  But still…


  “As long as those guys are quick studies and as smart as your CO seems to think they are, yeah. Why do I get the feeling you have another reason for asking me that?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Foxtrot couldn’t stand it any longer. “Because he does, okay? Because it’d really suck if someone else caught your eye before we even had a chance to talk to you and see if there might be something there, all right? Happy?”


  Kilo slammed on the brakes so hard all of them would have been thrown through the windshield had they not been wearing seat belts. The tires squealed and laid down twin tracks of rubber on the pavement as he got the four-wheel drive truck pulled onto the shoulder. Fortunately, there weren’t any vehicles right on their ass.


  Both Kilo and the captain slowly turned and looked at him with equally wide eyes.


  “Dude!” Kilo finally screamed. “What. The. Fark?”


  She didn’t say anything, which actually scared Foxtrot more. Her nostrils flared as she stared at him.


  “What?” he finally screamed back. “You’re both dancing around each other. Okay? The elephant in the middle of the farking room. There’s five sets of guys, including us, who are available. Papa said she’s our package—”


  “Whoa, okay, asshole,” she said. “Let me set you straight on something. Your package ain’t getting near my package, I don’t care how cute—”


  “He means,” Kilo said, “that you’re our responsibility. That’s what Papa meant. That’s all he meant? Isn’t it, Foxtrot?”


  He sat back. “Yeah, that’s what he meant. Doesn’t mean we’re getting you in the sack.”


  She swiveled her head to stare at Kilo. “Is there a name for what’s wrong with him?” she asked Kilo.


  “I wish.”


  They’d started to turn around to face forward again when Foxtrot muttered under his breath. “Lỗ đít.”


  Next thing he knew, she’d nearly climbed halfway over the seat and was still coming at him. He scrambled to press himself into the seat and away from her while Kilo struggled to pull her back.


  “Let me tell you something, lỗ đít,” she screamed at him. “Đụ má mày!”


  He was too shocked to do anything but throw his hands up in front of him in an attempt to ward her off. She’d unbuckled her seat belt and moved so fast he’d barely registered it.


  “Dude!” Kilo yelled as he tried to hold onto her. “Whatever the hell you said, fucking apologize!”


  “All right! I’m sorry. I didn’t know you spoke Vietnamese.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Kyong finally wrenched herself free of Kilo, falling back into her seat. Still, she turned, even with Kilo trying to block her with his body.


  “Doesn’t fucking matter!” she screamed at Foxtrot, her whole body trembling. “You want to call me a fucking name, grow a set and say it to my goddamned face!”


  She finally faced forward and snapped her seat belt on again.


  Kilo stared from her to him in the backseat and back to her again before throwing the truck into gear, checking the mirrors, and pulling into traffic.


  They didn’t speak, and neither did she.


  No, it shouldn’t have bothered her. Not in the least. She was better than that.


  She was a fucking officer, for chrissake.


  He didn’t know.


  Foxtrot didn’t realize that the way he’d said it had sounded exactly the way Tuan used to swear at bullies under his breath when they were kids. For a second, she thought she’d turn around and see her brother sitting there, smiling that playful smile of his.


  Instead, there sat Foxtrot.


  Tuan had been her protective big brother, taking care of the bullies and bitches at school who’d tried to pick on her because she’d been littler, geekier, smarter, and more awkward than anyone else her age.


  She’d had no friends.


  She’d had Tuan.


  I owe him an apology.


  Well, okay, technically Foxtrot had acted like a dick, but it hadn’t warranted her blowing up at him like a crazy person. That wasn’t professional.


  Damn sure wasn’t how an officer, someone who was supposed to be a professional pilot trained to stay calm under pressure, would act or react.


  When they reached the front gate at McChord, their IDs were scanned, they were stick tested, and then they were sent on through to go about their business.


  “Drive up to the hangar,” she quietly said. “I need to tell Mal what’s going on.”


  Kilo nodded, but didn’t speak.


  When he pulled into the parking space, she shoved the door open and was out and nearly running before he’d even shifted the truck into park.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kilo shifted the truck into park and slowly turned to stare at his partner over the back of the seat.


  “Jesus fucking jumped up Christ on a goddamned motherfucking popsicle stick,” Kilo said. “What the motherfucking fucking hell the fuck was that fucking shit?”


  He’d never wanted to kill Foxtrot before. Not seriously.


  Not until now.


  Oh, sure, he still considered the man a brother. He’d kill and die for him.


  But right at that moment, Kilo wanted to climb across the seat, strangle Foxtrot, bury his body, and when he returned to the safe house, answer, “Foxtrot who?” when Papa asked him where the guy was.


  Foxtrot, did you say? Brown hair, brown eyes, swarthy complexion? Speaks Vietnamese and normally has a Minnesota accent and a penchant for out-Roscoe-ing Roscoe and swallowing his goddamned foot all the way to the hip joint?


  Naw, never heard of him.


  Foxtrot stared back at him. Finally, he said, “I said I’m sorry! What the fuck else do you want me to say?”


  Kilo had to take a deep breath to remain in control. “Do you realize what the hell you and your stupid mouth probably just did?”


  “She’s a damn captain, Kilo. She outranks us.”


  “So? Who gives a shit? It’s like Papa said, we’re OTG. It doesn’t matter!”


  “Might not matter to you and me, but I’m sure it matters to her. You weren’t dressed down by her twice now.”


  “Yeah, and both times you opened your mouth and some weird creature spoke for you. What the hell, dude? Are you channeling Roscoe now? I’ve never heard you fark things up with women like this before!”


  The more time Kilo spent with her, the more he wanted to keep spending time with her, but Foxtrot seemed bound and determined to drive her away and into the arms of another couple of guys.


  Which, okay, granted, at this point Kilo couldn’t and wouldn’t blame her, but he damn sure could and would blame Foxtrot if that happened, all because the man apparently lobotomized himself between the time he woke up and when he’d met Captain Tran.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kyong found Mal in his office. When she walked in, he frowned when he caught sight of her. “What happened? What’s wrong?”


  She shook her head. “Nothing, I’m fine. Just stuff catching up with me, I think. Look, I’m going to be assigned to, ah, your friend’s unit.”


  Quickly detailing enough information for Mal as to what she’d need to do, he nodded and took notes on his tablet. “Okay. I’ll have her ready to go for you at 08:00. You think they’re trainable?”


  “I hope so.”


  “What else is wrong?”


  She liked Mal, knew he’d keep his mouth shut, but she wasn’t proud of how she’d acted. “Like I said, everything’s finally hitting me, I think. The stuff that…happened.”


  “You sure you’re good to fly?”


  “Yep. I’m not just good to fly, I need to fly.”


  He tossed her his keys. “Take my Jeep down the flight line to get your gear,” he said. “Don’t want to raise any alarms, they see an unauthorized vehicle down there.”


  “Thanks.”


  She headed outside, not even bothering to stop at the truck. She walked past it, head down, aiming straight for the Jeep.


  Her hope had been that they would wait there for her. But they didn’t. She heard the truck’s doors open and close and the sound of them hurrying after her.


  “I don’t need your help,” she called without looking back. “Just going to get my gear.”


  “Don’t care,” Kilo said, so close behind her it startled her. She wheeled around and found he stood right there, inches away. “Our job is to stay with you.”


  “Your package?” She didn’t mean to fill her words with such venom, but now that she’d hooked her wagon to that train of thought, she couldn’t pry it loose no matter how her brain tried to shake her.


  “Look, he’s an idiot. He’s sorry.”


  A few steps behind him, Foxtrot nodded, hard and fast, but didn’t say anything.


  He did look sorry. She almost felt sorry for him.


  Almost.


  “Fine. Stay out of my way.” She walked around the front of the Jeep and got behind the wheel, nearly hitting Kilo in the leg with her messenger bag when she tossed it onto the floor in front of the passenger seat. Kilo climbed in to ride shotgun, while Foxtrot got in the back.


  She didn’t bother asking them to buckle up, or waiting, for that matter. She cranked it and slammed it into gear, almost hoping she’d dump one or both of them out as she wheeled it around and headed down the tarmac.


  


  * * * *


  


  Foxtrot felt horrible. He honestly didn’t know what to say to smooth things over with Kyong except sorry, and he was reasonably sure at this point he’d manage to fark that up somehow, too.


  He sat there in the backseat and held on and kept his mouth firmly shut while she pulled up next to the plane and parked. When she went inside, Kilo sat there, glancing over his shoulder but not making eye contact with Foxtrot.


  His intent was clear.


  Sit there. Shut up.


  He didn’t need to be a genius or an officer to know that.


  Thus, he sat.


  And shut up.


  She emerged from the plane about ten minutes later with one large duffel, which she launched into the backseat and directly at him before turning to go inside again. He wordlessly caught it, finding it far heavier than he’d anticipated from watching how easily she’d hefted it, and eased it down to the floor.


  His respect for her went up even more.


  She returned with another duffel of equal size and weight. One last trip, she returned with a large ruck with her bedroll attached, and a smaller ruck. After locking up the plane again, she got behind the wheel and they returned to the truck. While she went in to return the Jeep keys to Mal, Foxtrot and Kilo transferred her things to their truck. It all fit in the backseat next to him, so when she emerged from the hangar they were waiting with Kilo behind the wheel and him in the back, still shutting up.


  That had to be the most quiet and uncomfortable ride of his life. When they were close to the safe house, she finally spoke up. “Sorry I blew up.”


  Kilo glared at him in the rearview mirror and Foxtrot took his chance. “Sorry I’m an asshole,” he said, taking a page from Roscoe’s playbook.


  She turned her head, just enough he could see what might have been a faint smile, but he wasn’t sure.


  Didn’t matter, he’d take the win.


  And he shut up.


  Again.


  Don’t want to ruin a good streak.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Kilo and Foxtrot grabbed her large bags for her and helped her get her gear upstairs after they’d cleared stick tests. They led her to Canuck’s room on what was actually the second floor, if you didn’t count the garage level. The other woman wasn’t there.


  “Canuck’s one of the scientists,” Kilo said as they set her things in a neat pile in what appeared to be the unoccupied corner. “From The List. Dr. Riley Perkins. She’s a nice lady caught in a bad situation.”


  “I know that feeling,” Kyong muttered.


  Boy, do I.


  “I’m sorry,” Foxtrot quietly said before turning and leaving.


  Now she felt even worse. “I didn’t mean it like that,” she said to Kilo. “I meant…” She threw her head back and stared up at the ceiling. “I don’t know what the hell I meant.”


  “Chow’s probably going to be ready soon,” Kilo said. “See you downstairs.”


  As she watched his departing back, he closed the door behind him without a final look in her direction.


  She didn’t blame him.


  Shit.


  Now she felt bad. Yeah, Foxtrot had been a bit of a jerk, but she’d returned a spitball with a tac nuke.


  She also knew she had to be the bigger person and try to start over on the right foot with both of them. Even if she wasn’t sleeping with the two lunks, she’d be working with them, in close quarters, schlepping their asses from one end of the country and back again, too, most likely.


  The least she could do was to make friends with them.


  She found her way to the bathrooms and showers and made use of both. By the time she finished her shower, she smelled food cooking downstairs on the main level where the lab, kitchen, and other areas were located.


  Kilo and Foxtrot weren’t anywhere to be found, but Victor, Echo, and now Zed were. The other two men introduced her to Zed, and before she realized it she had her dinner and was cornered at the end of one table, already discussing the basics of her Zeus with the three men.


  An hour later, she’d sussed out their skills, given them a good chunk of orientation and procedures, her plate was empty, and either she’d been too engrossed in the conversation to notice Kilo and Foxtrot, or they hadn’t come in.


  I really need to take care of making that apology to them sooner rather than later.


  The four of them would pull out at 07:00 hours. And now, it was after 21:00 hours and she realized suddenly how utterly and completely worn out she felt. All the changes and excitement—and personal revelations—of the day had exhausted her. After saying good night, she settled in, alone in her new office quarters, and quickly felt sleep overtaking her.


  While she missed sleeping in the Panda, she wouldn’t miss having other eyes on lookout while she slept, even though she’d been on a secure base.


  El Segundo had been secure, too.


  So they thought.


  And as horrible a commander and officer as it made her, for once it would be nice to fall asleep without every square inch of her surroundings reminding her of the three people who’d taken a quick trip across the base for toothpaste and tampons and deodorant and chewing gum and never made it back.


  


  * * * *


  


  Force of habit more than anything else, Kyong was awake again at 05:00. She was still alone in the office, the other bedroll neatly made exactly as it had been the evening before.


  Grabbing her shower kit, she headed for the bathrooms. As she was reaching for the door it opened, startling her and Foxtrot, who was on his way out and freshly showered. A wave of shampoo-scented, steamy air rolled out behind him.


  “Um, sorry,” he said. “Didn’t mean to startle you, ma’am.”


  Every apology she wanted to utter locked up tight in her throat at the underlying hurt tone in his voice. “It’s okay. No problem.” She slipped past him and into the bathroom, quickly shutting and locking the door behind her.


  I really need to fix this with those two.


  A night’s sleep had done wonders for her perspective. She’d gotten off on the wrong foot with them. Yes, Foxtrot’s initial comment had rubbed her the wrong way, but it hadn’t been intentional on his part. He’d had the mission first and foremost on his mind, and she couldn’t fault him for that.


  She could blame only herself for her overreaction in the truck, even though he had been a jerk.


  She hadn’t exactly made this easy on him.


  Hell, it was 2143. Her military history told her a hundred and fifty years ago, women had it rougher than men in the service. Between sexual harassment and even rape, to little things like being passed up for promotions and training because of their gender. She didn’t have that problem in this day and age. Especially in the past year, when the military threw every available resource into their efforts to save the country and the whole world from the Kite threat.


  The average, non-assholish man in the modern US military never assumed a woman wasn’t as good as he was in most ways. Yes, they frequently had a size and strength advantage, but there were plenty of women in the upper brass, DIs and base commanders, down to combat infantry troops comprised of equal numbers of women to men.


  She didn’t need to haul this particular chip around on her shoulder. Especially not with Foxtrot. Or Kilo. That the men were SOTIF1 spoke to their skills and abilities. She doubted she could have made it through what they had to become a unit member.


  If anything, in this case, they had the moral high ground because they’d earned their way in.


  She’d been adopted by the unit because of her plane and orphaned pilot status. Pure dumb luck.


  After her shower she tidied up her gear, shouldered her messenger bag, and headed downstairs to eat. Pandora was already in the kitchen and getting breakfast ready for everyone.


  She flashed Kyong a friendly smile. “Sleep well, Captain?”


  Kyong reached for a plate. “Yes, thank you.” The scrambled eggs and sausage smelled far better than base fare. She hoped they tasted as good as they smelled.


  She grabbed a mug of coffee to go with it and took her mess kit over to a table. Moments later, Victor, Zed, and Echo had joined her, all three dressed in casual uniforms and ready to leave as soon as they finished breakfast.


  Victor carried a small ruck slung over his shoulder. “Flight suit,” he said, hefting the bag. “We’ll need to get them suited, though.” He indicated the other two men.


  “I’m sure Mal can hook us up when we get there,” she said.


  The four of them were sitting together in a small clump and talking when Foxtrot and Kilo emerged from the stairwell and headed for the kitchen. She didn’t know if they’d glanced in her direction or not, but she almost willed them to look her way.


  Finally, she couldn’t take it any longer. “Hold on. I’ll be right back,” she said, getting up to follow them.


  They were just grabbing their own food when she came up behind them. “Hey,” she softly said.


  They both turned, guarded expressions on their faces.


  “Look, let’s start over, okay? I don’t want things to be weird between us. It’s not been a good time for me. I know you guys have a lot of things going on. We just got off on the wrong foot.” She stuck her hand out. “No ranks or titles, just Kyong. Or K. Please?”


  Kilo nodded and shook first with her, finally rewarding her with a smile despite the guarded caution still hovering in his handsome blue eyes. “Deal, Thank you. Sorry we didn’t put our best feet forward.”


  “And that I stuck them in my mouth,” Foxtrot mumbled, shaking hands with her.


  She wouldn’t let go of his hand, chuckling a little at his comment. Until he finally lifted his gaze to hers. Sweet, dark chocolate brown eyes that matched his caramel skin quite well. “So how many languages do you speak?” she asked, maintaining contact with him.


  The wariness wouldn’t leave his expression, and for that she felt exceptionally guilty. These were men used to fighting with every ounce of their being, and yet she’d hurt their feelings. “Vietnamese, but I’m also fluent in French.”


  “No Spanish, huh?” She wouldn’t let go of his hand, desperately hoping she could win a smile, even of the lowest wattage, from him.


  Finally, that did make him smile. “No Spanish, despite what everyone thinks.”


  She adopted an accent. “Hey there, now. So, ah, how does a good boy from Minahsoohtah end up speakin’ flooent Vietnamese, eh?” His Vietnamese accent in the truck had been dead on, exactly like Tuan’s, while Foxtrot’s normal speaking voice sounded nothing like him. Even thinking about how he’d sounded, despite the content of his words, sent chills up her spine.


  It was as if he’d channeled Tuan. Same inflection, everything.


  His smile broadened as his voice slipped into a full-on caricature of his home state’s distinctive accent. “Oh, yah, I had a best friend growin’ up, eh? Lived right next door to me, doncha know. His family, dey all spoke it. Uff da, sorta picked it right up, yah know, gosh darn it.”


  Now she laughed. And it warmed her heart to see some of the wariness leave Foxtrot’s face, and Kilo’s, too. After a final squeeze of Foxtrot’s hand, she released him. “Thanks for giving me a second chance, guys.”


  “Aww, yoo betcha. Thank yoo,” Foxtrot said, still in his accent.


  “So, we good?” Kilo asked.


  “Yeah, guys. We’re good.


  


  * * * *


  


  Relief filled Kilo. He knew it wasn’t anything but a good start, but he’d take it. If it wouldn’t have looked too damn goofy, he would have hugged Foxtrot right there for finally getting something right with this woman. When she left the kitchen, he patted his partner on the back.


  “Thanks, dude. I appreciate you fixing that.”


  “Oh, yoo betcha, but I didn’t do nuttin’, eh? Doncha know.”


  Pandora, who’d quietly observed the whole exchange while cooking, burst out laughing. “Ah, geez,” she said, exaggerating her Chicago accent. “Here we go. Ya bedder getcherselves dem dere plates ah food before it’s all gahn.”


  “What, no brats?” Foxtrot asked her, picking up her accent.


  She grinned, dropping the heavy accent. “The only two brats I’m looking at are standing right in front of me.” She lowered her voice. “Maybe you guys might have a chance with her after all, if you can keep her laughing.”


  Kilo hoped she was right. They filled their plates, but by the time they made it out to the dining room, Kyong and the other three men were finished and heading back to the kitchen to wash their mess kits.


  “Heading out?” Kilo asked, wishing they were going with them.


  “Yeah, need to cram as much into them as I can.”


  “That’s what she said,” Zed joked, making her laugh.


  Kilo fought the urge to slam his plate of food into Zed’s face. The man hadn’t meant anything by it. He was just cracking a joke. A very common joke in their unit, even before the women joined up with them.


  Holy crap, I really need to tone it back. “Be safe,” Kilo said. “See you all later.”


  “Roger roger,” Echo said. “We’ll keep her safe, don’t worry.”


  Kilo was glad it’d been Echo who’d said it. He didn’t read any lascivious tone into the taken man’s voice.


  Had it been singles Victor or Zed, however…


  That might have pushed him over the edge. “See you later,” Kilo said.


  She smiled at them before she shouldered her messenger bag and left with the men.


  Moments later, Doc wandered in, a small box of Kite test strips in his hand. “I missed them, didn’t I?”


  Foxtrot held up his thumb and index finger, almost touching. “By that much.”


  “Well, chances are they’re clear, but you guys know the drill.” He glanced at the kitchen and smiled. “Not like they’re going to bite anyone,” he called out.


  Pandora’s head popped out of the kitchen and she flipped him a bird. “Hey, you bite one goddamned guy and never hear the end of it. How come you don’t tease Clara about castrations?”


  “Because some of us don’t mind being bit every once in a while,” Doc playfully shot back to his woman. “We’re just selective about it and don’t go doing it to strangers.”


  He handed out the test strips to everyone, who, predictably, tested clear. In the early days, Doc did all the testing for their unit, a strict regimen performed upon waking, when returning from a mission, or even if only having contact with the outside world.


  But now that the disheartening truth had sunk in—the test strips weren’t good for all strains of the rapidly mutating Kite—the urgency had worn off. Doc had survived a mild strain of the virus. Sucked that he’d gotten sick to start with, but the antibodies in his blood had allowed the three scientists to come up with an experimental serum they’d successfully tested and inoculated everyone with.


  It was a start, but not nearly a good enough of one.


  What they needed was a vaccine against the deadlier strains.


  And today, Kilo and Foxtrot were being sent out with several others on another recon mission to look for the missing woman, Korey. In civvie disguises, they were going to try the homeless shelters, free clinics, and soup kitchens in the area. Another team would go out that night and canvass yet another region.


  Foxtrot poked Kilo in the shoulder. “Did you hear me?”


  “Sorry, no. What?”


  “Florida. Don’t we have to worry about hurricanes and shit?”


  Not this again.


  At least it got Kilo’s mind off the subject of Kite or Kyong. “Low surface sea temps, and an El Niño in the Pacific. Plus there’s been a lot of Saharan sand in the atmosphere. All’s quiet on the tropical front.”


  “Hmph.” Foxtrot let out a dramatic sigh. “I catch malaria or some shit like that, I’m blaming you.” He took a sip of his coffee, but Kilo spotted his smile.


  “Sure. You do that. I’ll take the blame.” But it meant his partner had finally come to terms with the eventual move.


  Maybe now with that out of his system they could focus on trying to get to know Kyong better before two of their fellow unit-mates did.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  The ride down from Seattle, with Echo driving, proved drastically different than her last journey with Kilo and Foxtrot. The men were chatty, asking her questions about the plane, filling in details about their own skills, and in general providing a more comfortable, friendly atmosphere.


  She didn’t even feel an air of sexual tension from any of them.


  She wasn’t sure if that disappointed or relieved her.


  Whatever fake IDs the three men were using, the MPs manning the gate at McChord didn’t give them a second glance after scanning them. They stick tested them and waved them on through.


  At the hangar, she took them in to meet Mal, who was, predictably, at his desk.


  Turning in his chair, he fished a new toothpick out of the box of them on his desk and stared at them as he chewed on it for a moment.


  “They don’t look like flyboys to me,” he pronounced.


  “That’s what I need to do, turn them into crew. This one”—she pointed at Victor—“actually is a helo jockey. But yeah, these two need flight suits. Can you dig them up some?”


  “Sure. I’ll send a guy over to the QM.” He handed her a pad of paper and pen, which she passed to Echo. “Write down your sizes, all three of you, so you’ll match,” Mal said. “I’ll have him run them out to you on the flight line.”


  That handled, he gave her the keys to a Jeep. “Take that one. I’ve had them prep the Panda for you, and already cleared your exercises with the tower. Told them you’d be doing at-will touch-and-go’s off and on today, as well as some training flights. Won’t be any questions.”


  “Thanks. It’ll be at least an hour or more before we’re ready to taxi out.”


  “Just let me know and I’ll have the guys unhook her.”


  She led the men out to the Jeep and they got in. A minute later, they were pulling up next to the plane. She parked the Jeep away from it, in the grass where it wouldn’t have to be moved when they finally got the Panda underway.


  After stowing their gear inside, she started with a detailed external walk-around, not just a pre-flight check but a maintenance-level inspection.


  To her relief, the three men all appeared to be fast studies, none of them slipping up when she’d pop-quiz them on something she’d already covered. By the time she was ready to move to the plane’s interior, she spotted a Jeep speeding their way. Sure enough, it was Mal’s guy, with three small duffels of gear for them.


  Including, she laughed to see, mirrored shades for the men.


  “He thinks of everything,” she said.


  Zed stared into his bag. “We gonna need diapers to fly this bird? Because I don’t see any in here.”


  “Nope. She has twin heads. Even has a small galley nook. Nothing fancy, nothing big, but we’d been camping out in her over at—”


  The unexpected grief swelled in her throat, sharp and explosive, choking off her words.


  “Sorry,” she said, quickly turning away from them. “Give me a second.”


  A memory had slammed into her brain, their first night at El Segundo, spread out on the floor in the hold with the back ramp and side doors open. Other than noises from the flight line and city around the base, it’d been cool after the heat of the day, despite the acrid tang of smoke in the air.


  “Someone put in a call to the front desk for a wake-up and room service,” Maggie had joked.


  Darrel had snorted from his bedroll. “How ya want your eggs, chica?”


  “Scrambled, like your brain.”


  And they’d all had a laugh at the old inside joke the four of them used at nearly every stop.


  Their voices still sounded sharply clear in her mind.


  She closed her eyes, tears painfully prickling, threatening.


  Will. Not. Cry.


  Mourn? Yes.


  Cry?


  No.


  Not a single tear. Not over Tuan, and not over them.


  She was not a crier. That had been beaten into her as a kid by the bullies, trained into her by Tuan who told her if she let them see her cry, it just made them want to go after her more.


  Plus, she knew if she started, she wouldn’t stop.


  Only when she knew she could hold it together did she turn and face them again. The three men wore equally concerned expressions that made her falter and wish Kilo and Foxtrot were there.


  She wouldn’t deny that despite their rocky start she already had an affinity for them that she didn’t feel toward any of these guys.


  “Sorry. What was I saying?”


  Victor looked like he wanted to get to the bottom of whatever she’d reacted to, then stopped himself. “You were going over the facilities.”


  “Right.” She would feel forever grateful to him for handing her the easy out. “You guys get those flight suits on, and we’ll start going over the interior systems and controls before we head to the cockpit.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They still hadn’t lifted off by the time they grabbed lunch in the base’s mess hall, but she had finally finished going through everything with them, including the cockpit controls. After lunch they’d lift off and she’d go through takeoff, flight, and landing procedures with them.


  By the time she called it a day at 17:00 hours, she felt exhausted, but relieved. Not like she’d turn any of the three men loose with the Panda on their own, but the SOTIF men had earned her respect by retaining everything she’d taught them, asking intelligent questions, and displaying in their aptitude one of the reasons why they’d earned and deserved their SOTIF unit spots.


  They were good, they were multitaskers, and they were anything but one-trick ponies.


  What they weren’t, however, were Lee, Maggie, and Darrel.


  She’d had to train other C-160 pilots and crews before, but it had been a while and now she found herself struggling to remember every little detail, things that had become automatic second nature to her but needed to be explained to them so they could absorb it.


  Things she’d never needed to remind her crew about, because it was trained into them, too.


  “If you guys all have tablets,” she said, “you can download the ops, procedures, and system manuals and go through them tonight to prepare. A lot of the stuff we won’t be using for the big flight we’ll be making, but it’d be good to know, just in case and for future reference.”


  The men nodded. At no time had they challenged her, or acted resentful, or blew her off. They’d offered her respect and equal standing and not just deference because she was a superior ranking officer.


  As much as it could, it felt like they were becoming a team. The difference being that the men were the team and absorbing her into their world despite her being the pilot and her training them.


  On the ride back to Seattle she once again noticed the difference between the camaraderie she felt with them and the comfortably uncomfortable tug she felt for Kilo and Foxtrot.


  Maybe it’s just that you never forget your first monkeys.


  


  * * * *


  


  Evening chow was ready when they returned, cleared their stick tests, and headed upstairs. Foxtrot and Kilo were there, but so was nearly everyone else in the unit, including the two civvies—an older woman, Sharon, and Mike, one of Chief’s former deputies.


  Kyong knew it’d be more than a little obvious if she pulled Foxtrot and Kilo aside to talk to them right then, so she opted to sit back when Papa opened an unofficial status update session.


  “You’re welcomed to stay,” he told her when he spotted her there, “but don’t feel obligated this time. I know you’ve had a long day.”


  “Naw, it’s okay.”


  “And I received your official orders today,” he said, swiping through a tablet and handing it to her to read. “You’re unofficially officially with our unit for the duration.”


  She glanced through the orders and signed with her finger where she was supposed to. It was just a formality, and since it was a black ops team it basically meant most of her personnel file from this point on got shaded out to the average set of military eyes. They could tell she was in, active, and alive, but if they wanted to know anything else, they’d be referred directly to General Joseph Arliss about it. Her cover assignment listing was out of MacDill, which meant the average Joe looking at her ID wouldn’t see anything amiss.


  Only a higher ranking officer digging deeper would be able to find the roadblock to more information.


  She returned the tablet to him. “Welcome aboard,” he said.


  “Thanks.”


  “You still don’t have to stay for the briefing if you don’t want to.”


  “No, I’m comfy now,” she said, wiggling her butt in the uncomfortable metal folding chair Omega had scrounged from somewhere, drawing a soft round of laughter from some of the others.


  Besides, it wasn’t like she could do the other thing she wanted to do, which was talk to Kilo and Foxtrot.


  And even if she did talk to them, alone, she still wasn’t exactly sure what she wanted to say.


  Yes, she was attracted to the two men, but it didn’t mean she was ready to jump into bed with them. Well, maybe she was ready to do that. She was no prude. She wasn’t sure if she was ready to do that with the thoughts of making it more than a few fun rolls in the rack.


  Although working with them for any period of time might end up leading to exactly that end, but she’d hold off making that call for now. Besides, she outranked them. And maybe the other women were okay bunking with guys from this unit, but if she was officially on a mission with them and things got weird personally, she didn’t want it spilling over into the rest of the unit’s dynamics.


  Especially not when lives were at stake.


  “Omega,” Papa said, “you’re up first. What do you have?”


  Omega, Uncle, and Chief had just returned to the safe house with Canuck a few minutes after Kyong and the other three men. Kyong had watched, a little envious, as Echo had planted a sizzling welcome-back kiss on Chief that curled Kyong’s toes from the other side of the room.


  “Well, the black market seems to be alive and well in Seattle,” Omega started.


  “How’s that?” Papa asked.


  The large man snorted as he rubbed a hand over his smooth, ebony skull. “Canuck’s friend told me what’s going on. You can get the basics of life here in the city, no problem. I knew ammo and weapons might be an issue, nothing insurmountable. But the medical black market here…phew. They are making a killing. Seems to have started just after Kite really hit the news last year. If it’s not an over-the-counter drug, good luck getting it. Lots of medical equipment and supplies, too. Even Canuck’s friend’s lab where they work, over three quarters of the supply shipments they order disappear in transit after leaving the Seattle warehouse hub for delivery. Hospitals are hurting big-time. Sending armed guards to retrieve their stuff directly from the shipment distribution warehouses once it arrives in Seattle. Dig this, that damn Silo has built one of his compounds out east of here, near this little place called Brewster.” He pulled sat pics up on his tablet and turned it so Papa could see it.


  “Isn’t that interesting?” Papa mused.


  “Yeah, and it gets better. Rumors are that the black market shortages coincided with them building that compound of theirs. It’s like a small, self-contained city slap in the middle of what used to be farmland, with its own irrigation system and everything. Even more interesting? They have a huge medical facility and research lab there. Neither of which apparently have had any troubles getting supplies.”


  “How many people in the place?”


  “Bubba ran me some numbers. Based on satellite images, it looks like it’ll house several thousand people, easy, but with room for more. Like maybe they haven’t finished moving everyone in there yet. A couple of the buildings are still under construction.”


  “I didn’t think Silo had a church here in Seattle,” Papa said.


  “He doesn’t. He’s got one out in Spokane.”


  Papa sat back, staring at the tablet. “Why would he send volunteers to Seattle to infect the population, yet set up one of his strongholds not too far east of the city?”


  It seemed everyone had moved well past the conjecture stage when it came to questioning Silo’s involvement in the underhanded plots. They had more than enough evidence of it to satisfy their minds.


  Unfortunately, most of that evidence had been gained by classified and, in some cases, highly illegal means.


  Chief leaned in and poked at the tablet with her finger, spinning it around so she could get a better view of it. “He’s going for a certain demographic, obviously. Seattle’s population is probably too liberal for his tastes. Wipe out the masses, so to speak, and have his own people right there close by and ready to take over.”


  “There’s been a metric shit-ton of pharmacy break-ins,” Omega said. “High-tech. Hackers disabling the security systems and then the thieves go in and clear things out.”


  Kyong spoke up before she realized she was going to, but the thought had hit her out of the clear blue. “Anyone check out the Seattle Underground for your missing woman?”


  When the group went silent and every person focused on her, she realized they had no idea what she was talking about. Or, they hadn’t considered it as an option.


  “Seriously?” she said. “That old tunnel system below the city? Last I’d heard, they’d closed it to tourists about the same time the Space Needle collapsed, due to earthquake damage. But I bet it’s still there. What better way to move undetected and hide shit?”


  Kilo’s eyebrows shot up. “Fuck me, I totally forgot about those. I bet no one’s checked those old tunnel systems out. Lima, what did Bubba find out about the local information the Preachsearch clinic gave each of the volunteers when they were sent out?”


  Lima grabbed his own tablet and started tapping and swiping, pausing after a moment. Giggles erupted from him. “Holy. Shit. We don’t have all the exact info the volunteers were given. They memorized it. It just says that each volunteer was given detailed maps and vital information of the areas they were being sent to for study and memorization.” He swiped through some more stuff. “Holy farking hell, I bet the answer’s literally been under our noses the whole time. She probably made it down there under the city. I don’t think any of the SOTIF teams searched down there. I know we haven’t.”


  Papa let out something that sounded like a groan, whether of frustration or exhaustion, Kyong couldn’t tell. “Alpha, take a team—”


  The second in command was already rising to his feet. “On it. Kilo, Foxtrot, Juju, Delta, Oscar, Yankee, Uncle, and Tango. We roll in five.” Those men jumped up and ran, presumably heading for their respective quarters to gear up.


  Kyong looked around, feeling a little adrift now that Kilo and Foxtrot would be leaving.


  So much for having a chance to talk to them tonight. “So your missing woman is maybe dead down in the sewers somewhere?”


  Papa rubbed at his forehead but didn’t look at her. “Worst-case.”


  “Worst? Don’t you want her not infecting people?”


  “Yes, but her being dead isn’t the best-case.”


  “Then what is the best case?”


  Q, who’d been leaning against the wall with his arms crossed, spoke up. “The best case is that they discover her alive and hiding out in the tunnels.”


  She turned to look at the Korean scientist. “I thought your hypothesis was that she might not have survived because a pocket of Kite infection didn’t pop up.”


  “It was,” he agreed. “Until we considered the alternatives. I admit I was having my doubts, but that was before we knew of the tunnel systems. Perhaps she got down there and did not make it back up again. That would be very disappointing. To have her survive Kite just to have something else kill her would be a shame.”


  “I’m not sure you know what that word means, dude,” she snarked.


  The scientist nudged his glasses up on his nose. “Believe me, captain. I know exactly what that word means. Unfortunately, I know all too well what it means because it was my actions that brought us to this place.”


  Yeah, well, guess he has a point there.


  He then said something to her in Korean. She thought it was Korean. She didn’t speak the language, only knew a few words of it. “Sorry, I didn’t grok that.”


  Niner spoke up from where he leaned against the wall on the opposite side of the room from Q. “In trying to save a few, and myself, I helped kill millions, and shamed myself.”


  “You speak Korean?” she asked Niner.


  He gave her a little half bow.


  “You are men of many talents,” she said.


  “Some of us,” Niner agreed.


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  The search team—including Kilo and Foxtrot—hadn’t yet returned by early the next morning when Kyong and her crew-in-training were ready to pull out and head to McChord.


  “Do you want us to wait in case you need some of these guys?” she asked Papa.


  “No, they radioed in a little bit ago. They’re on their way back.”


  “Oh. Okay.”


  Stupid, stupid, stupid.


  He cocked his head at her. “Anything else?”


  “No, that was all.”


  Disappointment that she wouldn’t see Kilo and Foxtrot until that night, at the earliest, washed through her and caught her unaware. She tried to throw herself into the conversation on the way down to McChord, but found her mind drifting during any lulls.


  Hoping the men had made it back to the safe house all right.


  Get your head on straight, woman. You’ve got a job to do.


  It was after 19:00 hours by the time they returned that evening. They’d spent more time running through the navigational systems during flight than she’d intended, but Zed had a knack or talent or spooky voodoo skills or something, and had zipped through her usual training far faster than she’d realized he would. It hadn’t made sense to just stop what they were doing because of the time.


  Engulfed in their training, she hadn’t had the energy to think about Foxtrot and Kilo until she returned to the safe house. Pandora had kept chili warm for them in a pot on the stove, along with leftover cornbread. Everyone else had already eaten, and a smaller contingent of men, led again by Alpha and including Kilo and Foxtrot, had left minutes earlier.


  Damn.


  “They don’t get much sleep, huh?” she joked with Papa.


  “Well, they already know where they searched, and have developed a little familiarity with the tunnels. In this case, it’s better to have the same guys going back in there. For our topside searches, I like switching them out. They’ve gridded those searches out on GPS already, mapped them out. It’s a little different below ground.”


  “Ah. Makes sense.”


  Canuck was just emerging from her shower as Kyong headed for their shared room. The scientist smiled and shook hands with her. “Day shift coming home, night shift going out, as it were.”


  “I’ve had worse roommates,” Kyong agreed with a smile.


  After her own shower, Kyong laid on her bedroll and tried to quiet her mind as she stared at the shadows cast on the walls by streetlights outside.


  Somewhere in the building, she heard a woman’s soft moan, accompanied by rhythmic sounds that could only be flesh slapping against flesh.


  Someone was getting it on.


  She closed her eyes and tried to ignore the sounds. But now that she’d isolated and identified them, they only sounded louder.


  Wonder what Kilo and Foxtrot sound like in the sack?


  Argh, not helping.


  She thought about rubbing one out and decided no, that wasn’t the problem.


  Not quite, exactly.


  She guessed.


  Sort of.


  No, she damn well knew what the problem was. Whenever something hung over her head, unfinished or unresolved, she rarely found rest until she rectified the situation.


  In this case, she needed to talk to Kilo and Foxtrot. Even if just to explain why she’d lashed out at them the way she had.


  To roll that boulder off her shoulder.


  The unseen lovers finally finished, the woman’s voice as well as the man’s letting out bookended, satisfied moans that only echoed through Kyong and accentuated how empty and alone she felt.


  Tomorrow. I’ll talk to them tomorrow.


  


  * * * *


  


  Apparently dead on their feet, the men had returned empty-handed and hit their racks before Kyong emerged from her room the next morning. When she went down to the kitchen and found Pandora at the stove, she got that news.


  “Oh.”


  Pandora smirked, but it looked more friendly and knowing than smart-assed. “I thought I’d heard you didn’t mix well with those two.”


  Kyong grabbed a plate and hoped her face wasn’t too red. “Hadn’t really had a chance to get off on the right foot with them,” she said.


  “Well, when we get to Florida, hopefully you guys will be able to figure out if there’s any chemistry there or not.”


  Something inside Kyong deflated. That could be several weeks away, if not longer. “Yeah, Florida.”


  Echo, Zed, and Victor appeared in the kitchen, thankfully derailing her train of thought. All three of them had been perusing the C-160 manuals on their tablets overnight and had questions galore.


  Even better.


  By the time they reached the main gate at McChord, her throat almost felt sore from nonstop talking with the three men.


  Her confidence in their abilities was growing in direct proportion to her personal discomfort.


  And since she was an expert at stuffing her emotions, she did what she did best, focused on her job and threw herself into trying to turn three monkeys into airmen.


  


  * * * *


  


  It was another late day for them, being after 21:00 hours when they finally returned to the safe house.


  Pandora and Sharon sat talking at a table outside the kitchen. “There’s a pan of roasted chicken and veggies staying warm in the oven for you,” Pandora told them.


  “Thanks,” Victor said. “Don’t ever let anyone tell you you don’t pull your weight around here, snowflake.” He flashed her a grin. “This army moves on its stomach, and you keep the wheels greased just fine.”


  She smiled. “Aw, you sweet talker.”


  Kyong didn’t get a flirty vibe from either, more like a sibling kind of exchange.


  Kind of like what she’d had with Tuan.


  Aaaaannnnd there go the emotions again.


  Citing exhaustion, she hurried through her meal and returned to her room so she could be alone and pull herself together. These were battle-hardened warriors taking every bit of the complicated procedures and skills she threw at them with aplomb and not a single ounce of complaint.


  To break down in front of them would be unforgivable, in her mind.


  She’d never be able to face them again if she did that.


  


  * * * *


  


  Canuck was just coming in to go to bed the next morning as Kyong was ready to head downstairs for breakfast.


  Canuck sent her a smile full of exhaustion. “We’ve got to stop meeting like this. People will talk.”


  Kyong managed a laugh despite how poorly she’d slept. “They wouldn’t be able to hear us over the moans and groans from the surrounding rooms.”


  The older woman laughed. “Yeah, there is that. Some of them get a little frisky. I can’t blame them. Trying to fit as much of life in while they can, filling the little gaps.”


  “Sounded like gaps were being filled last night, all right.” It’d been another reason for her own poor sleep.


  Kyong closed the door on Canuck’s laughter and headed down for breakfast.


  A guy she thought was named Roscoe stood there, holding a plate up like a shield against Pandora, when Kyong entered the kitchen.


  “Uh, am I interrupting something?”


  Roscoe slid behind Kyong, using her as a human shield and peeking from around her. “Look, I didn’t mean it like that, I swear!”


  Pandora, who had a batch of pancakes cooking on a griddle stretched across two burners, angrily shook her spatula at him. “You know what, Roscoe? From now on, you are forbidden to come to breakfast unless you’re accompanied by Annie or Niner.”


  “Oh, holy crap, now what did he say?” Niner asked as he slipped past both of them.


  Roscoe grabbed Kyong’s shoulders and turned her to keep himself covered as he moved to talk to Niner. “I didn’t mean it like that, Pandora. I swear! Dude, tell her.”


  “You’ve got a funny way of paying out compliments, then, asshole,” the redhead shot back.


  “How about we duct-tape his mouth before he comes downstairs?” Niner asked as he reached for a couple of pancakes that were done and waiting on a tray. “Would that work?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe.”


  “What’d he say?” Kyong asked, figuring if she was being used as a human pancake shield, she wanted to know what she was risking her clean flight suit over.


  “He said,” Pandora said, shooting him a glare over Kyong’s shoulder, “that they smelled good, not like they normally smelled.”


  Kyong snorted, glancing over her shoulder at him. “Dude, really?”


  “I swear, I meant compared to base food! Not compared to your other pancakes, geez!”


  Kyong decided to throw him a bone. “Well, he does have a point,” she said. “If you’ve never eaten base food, it can be pretty rancid.”


  “See?” he said from behind her, peeking past her. “Even she says so!”


  Annie walked into the kitchen and smacked Roscoe upside the head. “All right, what the hell did you say to her now, asshole?”


  “Hey!”


  “Can you forgive him?” Niner asked Pandora. “I agree, base food sucks.”


  Pandora made a big show of considering it. “Okay, fine.” Roscoe flinched as she shook the spatula at him. “I’ll let you off…this time.”


  “I’m sorry!”


  Kyong escaped Roscoe, who proceeded to use Annie as his human shield while he got his breakfast and scurried out of the kitchen. When he was gone, Annie, Niner, and Pandora all broke out into gales of soft laughter.


  “I take it there’s backstory?” Kyong asked.


  “Ask one of the guys today,” Niner said as he filled a coffee mug. “It takes some explaining. Roscoe has special…talents.”


  “Pissing women off,” Annie added. “Without even trying.”


  Roscoe wasn’t bad-looking at all. Handsome. “How can he not be good with women? No offense.”


  “Oh, he is,” Annie said. “Hey, I love the damn guy, and I’ll be the first to admit he’s an asshole. He doesn’t mean to be.”


  “And he is a lot better than he used to be,” Pandora admitted.


  “Wow. Better?”


  The three of them nodded.


  Maybe I’d be better off single.


  There was a reason she’d never wanted to pursue a relationship with any of the guys she’d rolled around with in a rack. The guys she felt physically attracted to usually weren’t relationship material. Or, if they were, they were either taken, or gay.


  Since she wasn’t into being the other woman, and she didn’t have a magical ability to grow a peen, that meant she accepted her partners’ shortcomings in the personality department in exchange for a few hours of pleasure.


  Fair trade, in her book.


  


  * * * *


  


  Foxtrot felt weary to his core. They’d been scouring not only the old Seattle Underground area, but a rabbit warren of other connected tunnels and basements and sewer systems. But they couldn’t stop yet, because on their first night they had found a used hypo bolus containing residue that had tested positive for Kite the drug and the virus. It was the same type the other volunteers had been sent out with, and the residue inside had dried and been sitting for a while. It wasn’t an answer, but it was a clue they might finally be on the right track.


  They all agreed they didn’t want to stop until either they found her, or her body.


  In the same area they’d discovered the bolus, they found food wrappers and where it looked like someone had recently peed and crapped in a nearby corner.


  Signs of life, but how long ago remained to be seen.


  “You guys head on back,” Alpha said. “We’ll take this last corridor up to the turn and catch up in a little bit.”


  “Roger roger,” Kilo said. Four of them had ridden together in one of the trucks, and far be it for them to argue with the unit’s second.


  Especially if it meant they might get to S-S-and-S before the others did.


  When they reached the safe house, Foxtrot realized Kyong must still be there because the other vehicles sat parked in the garage. After a clear stick test, they all trooped upstairs, Foxtrot hanging back at the rear.


  Sure enough, when he walked into the common dining area, he spotted Kyong immediately. As if he had built-in radar to find her.


  Before he could lose his nerve, he peeled off from behind Kilo, too quickly for his partner to stop him. Heading over to Kyong, Foxtrot dropped his voice.


  “Can we talk, please?” He didn’t want to spend the next days or weeks revolving around her invisible presence without getting a chance to actually speak to her.


  “Foxtrot,” Kilo called out from across the room. “You coming?”


  “In a minute, dude. I’ll be right there.” He looked back to her and switched to Vietnamese. “No one else can speak Vietnamese except Alpha, and he’s not here. Look, I’m really sorry we got off on the wrong foot. Just do me a favor and don’t pass judgment on me or Kilo until you get to know us, okay?”


  She looked like he’d slapped her, but he couldn’t understand what he’d said this time that had shocked her or pissed her off.


  “We’re fine,” she said, sounding anything but fine. “I’m fine.”


  He was aware of people watching them, conversations starting to fall quiet, and he felt comforted that at least with Alpha not in the room, no one else understood what they were saying.


  “You’re not fine, and I don’t know why you’re not fine, but please trust me and let me in. At least talk to me. Let me be an ear for you as a friend if nothing else.”


  “You don’t know anything about me!”


  “But I’d like to. What’s triggering you right now, huh? Why did you just go from calm to freaked out? Like the other day in the truck. It wasn’t just because I swore at you, so please tell me what it was so I don’t do it again.”


  “This! Okay? This. You sound just like my dead brother!”


  He stared at her, that sinking in. “I’m sorry.”


  “You don’t have to apologize, geez.”


  “Then tell me what I need to do to make this right with you. I’m not going to lie and say I’m not attracted to you when I am, and so’s Kilo. If we don’t have a shot with you, please, do us a favor and tell us and we’ll leave you alone and just be friends. But if we’ve got a shot, at least let us have a chance to show you who we are before you walk away. Please?”


  “Well, I’m attracted to you guys, too, but right now, it’s not like I’m at my best, okay? I’ve been through a lot of shit lately, and now I’m here in this unit, and I have to train three guys how not to kill us or themselves while helping me fly the Panda. So excuse me if my mind’s been on things other than romance.”


  “You’re attracted to us? Really?” He hadn’t dared hope.


  “Yeah, but like I said, not like I’m in the mood to go bumping uglies with you and it’s not you, it’s me. Right now, I need to focus on my mission, which is training those three guys. I’ve got to keep my head on straight. When I’m in a better place, I’ll let you know.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Foxtrot and Kyong stood there going at it, the room silent around them as they argued in rapid-fire Vietnamese.


  Loud rapid-fire Vietnamese.


  Papa stepped up to Kilo’s side. “Do you understand what they’re screaming at each other about?” he asked in a low voice.


  Kilo slowly shook his head. “Not a single goddamned word.”


  “Okay. Just curious. Too bad Alpha’s not here to translate for us.”


  Considering their tone, volume, and the gestures they were making at each other, Kilo wasn’t sure he wanted to know what they were saying.


  Whatever it was, his gut instinct told him it meant that what little hopes they might have had to strike up a relationship of any kind beyond professional with the beautiful pilot had just taken a running, headfirst suicidal dive from a cliff as high as Mt. Rainier.


  Fucking asshole.


  Turning, he headed for the stairwell. He didn’t want to watch this, the epic and flaming destruction of what little hope remained for a noncelibate life until they stopped the apocalypse or it stopped them.


  I’m no masochist.


  He’d dumped his gear in their room and made it into the bathroom for his shower when he heard the yelling downstairs stop.


  I don’t even want to know.


  Fuck it.


  Foxtrot was sitting on his bedroll and stripped down to his shorts when Kilo returned to the room after his shower.


  “Dude, listen—”


  Kilo pointed a finger at him. “Shut it. Now. I don’t care, I don’t want to hear it.”


  “But—”


  “No!” He threw his stuff down and stormed over to him. “I’m done listening. I heard enough downstairs and I couldn’t even understand a farking word of it! Just shut your fucking trap, get your goddamned shower, and go the fuck to sleep, okay?” He wasn’t even hungry now. Hearing the two of them screaming at each other had completely killed his appetite.


  Foxtrot looked hurt. “But—”


  “I swear to god if you don’t shut your fucking pie hole right now, I’ll punch you.”


  Without another word, Foxtrot grabbed his shower kit and headed out of the room.


  Kilo didn’t even bother tidying his gear. He closed the window blinds, turned off the light, and laid down on his bedroll to sleep.


  Asshole.


  


  * * * *


  


  Asshole.


  Foxtrot stood in the shower, letting hot water sluice over him and washing the tunnel grime away. He’d have to ambush Kilo and tell him what he and Kyong had been talking about, fast, when there wasn’t anyone else around to overhear.


  If Kilo would just let him talk and explain about Kyong and her brother, why she’d triggered, and that they still did have a pretty good shot with her, everything would be fine.


  Serves him right.


  Hell, he’d let Kilo stew about it all day while he grabbed a hearty breakfast, at least.


  When Foxtrot returned from his shower, Kilo lay with his back turned to the door and made no movement or sound to indicate if he was awake or not. Foxtrot put on a clean T-shirt and shorts and headed down to eat.


  Before he could make it to the kitchen, Papa caught his eye and crooked a finger at him, indicating he was to follow him to his office.


  With a longing eye cast toward the kitchen doorway, Foxtrot turned and followed their CO.


  “Shut the door.”


  Foxtrot did.


  Papa leaned against the wall. “Okay. What the hell was that screaming and hug about? If that’s foreplay, buddy, it’s been a while for me, but I think you’re doing it wrong.”


  Yeah, the hug. After they’d finished what he’d belatedly realized was a very loud and animated conversation, she’d stepped in and hugged him.


  Sigh.


  He smiled. “It’s kind of personal.”


  “At that volume?”


  Foxtrot shrugged.


  “I don’t need our Zeus pilot pissed off at you or anyone else in this unit. Especially not when she’s doing training.”


  “We’re okay.”


  “You sure? Because that didn’t sound okay. When she hugged you, I actually stepped forward because at first I thought she was going to wring your neck.”


  “Sorry. It might have sounded bad, but it wasn’t. We’re good. Honest. Actually, better than when we started. We cleared the air.”


  Papa didn’t look convinced.


  “You know what it’s like. You hear two people talking excitedly in a language you don’t understand, they could be raving about a good movie and you think they’re about to go after each other.”


  “If you’re sure.”


  “I’m sure.”


  “Okay. Dismissed. Get some rack time after you eat.”


  “Roger roger.” This time, Foxtrot made it all the way to the kitchen.


  The sound of a woman’s throat clearing startled him. Pandora sat on the counter, glaring at him.


  He held up his hands, warding her off. “I swear, we weren’t fighting.”


  She frowned. “How’d you know what I was going to chew you out about?”


  “Because Papa just chewed me out. I’m sorry. It sounded bad, but it wasn’t.”


  “Oh.” She jumped down from the counter. “Well, okay, then. You three getting together?”


  “I don’t know and neither does she. She’s…got a lot of stuff to work through. Personal stuff. And if she’d wanted everyone to know her business, she’d have said it in English.”


  “Okay.” She started heading toward the doorway, but then feinted toward Foxtrot, making him flinch away. “Don’t make me go all batter on your ass. I have pancakes, and I know how to use them.”


  “No worries.” He stared at her as she walked out of the kitchen.


  Maybe I should reconsider us being in a triad. Our women are kinda whacked.


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  The ride to McChord was uncharacteristically quiet that morning. Victor, Echo, and Zed made small talk relating to the Panda, but not the eager, inquisitive chatter she’d quickly grown used to from them.


  She rubbed at her temple, a tension headache threatening. She finally addressed the elephant. “Guys, everything’s okay between me and Foxtrot.”


  “Didn’t sound okay,” Victor muttered. He sat behind the wheel this morning.


  “Sounded like you two were about to take each other’s heads off,” Echo added. “If you guys hadn’t hugged, I would have swore you were about to go after him.”


  Shit. “It’s fine, really.”


  Except for road noise and the wind rushing past the truck’s cab, silence met her statement.


  “It’s…personal.”


  “We got that,” Zed snarked. “Do you want us to have a talk with them?”


  The protective and borderline outraged tone of voice he’d delivered that question in actually made her laugh. She turned to look at him over the seat. “No, no talking with, no ass kicking, nothing. I didn’t realize how loud we were getting. Full-speed Vietnamese probably sounds…animated to you guys.”


  Victor snorted. “Animated? That’s what you call it? Okay, suuurrre.”


  Silence.


  They let it drop, though.


  She steered the convo away from her. “I was told to ask you all about Roscoe and pancakes.”


  The three men burst out laughing and told her the story of Roscoe’s first run-in with Pandora back in LA. And then they had arrived at McChord and started going through another day of training.


  None of the men mentioned her animated discussion with Foxtrot again, and neither did she, even though it consumed what few spare moments she had to think about it.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kilo didn’t realize he’d even slept, but when he opened his eyes, the light had changed color and direction, and he was alone in the room.


  He couldn’t tell if Foxtrot had actually come in and slept or not.


  Frankly, he didn’t care.


  They were due to head out again that afternoon at 17:00 hours. Now that they had solid evidence to go on, they wanted to cover that whole area and the surrounding tunnels even more thoroughly. They’d been making chalk marks high up on the walls to note where they’d searched, and to save themselves time finding their way back. Made logistics a lot easier when they couldn’t use GPS underground. They’d been roughly mapping out the tunnel system on a tablet as they went, but that wasn’t good for much more than reference.


  They’d been entering the tunnels via a basement in a vacant shop just off Pioneer Square, in a rundown building that was over two hundred years old, if the building records were to be believed. There were other building where access points had been located, but they were occupied, and the men were trying not to draw any undue attention to themselves.


  He dressed, checked his weapons, and headed down for chow. Now he was starving from missing breakfast earlier. Unfortunately, Kyong and the others weren’t back from McChord yet and likely wouldn’t return until after their group had already departed.


  Pandora had food ready. Since the majority of the unit was on daylight hours, Kilo and the others would eat dinner for breakfast. He still didn’t see Foxtrot anywhere, and they were scheduled to roll out in thirty minutes.


  Alpha and the others had assembled in the dining room. “Where’s Foxtrot?” Alpha asked Kilo when he sat to eat his food.


  “Been wondering that myself.”


  “Heard he had a little bit of a verbal dust-up this morning with the captain.”


  “Yep.” Kilo shoved a piece of chicken into his mouth, hoping to stall any talk.


  “Think you should go look for him?”


  “Look for who?” Foxtrot asked as he exited the stairwell from upstairs.


  Kilo looked at Alpha but pointed to Foxtrot with his thumb and went back to eating. Kilo thought he’d quit feeling pissed off at his partner after sleeping, but nope.


  Not even close.


  He knew he needed to suck it the fuck up and get over it for the sake of the mission, but now he understood why mixing romantic relationships and a deadly fighting unit weren’t a great idea, OTG status or not.


  Alpha looked from Kilo to Foxtrot and back again. Then he turned to Foxtrot and spoke in Vietnamese.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Dude,” Alpha asked Foxtrot. “Enlighten me. I thought Papa said everything was okay.”


  Foxtrot smiled. “I tried to explain to Kilo that everything’s copacetic with the captain, but you know how he is. Stubborn. He kept shutting me down. So I’d rather let him stew for now, and then he can eat crow when he finally decides to let me talk.”


  “Fair enough.” Alpha switched back to English. “Eat, piss, and pray, gents. We roll in twenty-five.”


  Foxtrot ignored Kilo’s death glares and grabbed a sandwich.


  As he’d suspected, once they were underway, Kilo put aside his anger and focused on the mission.


  It’s going to be sooo sweet when I finally get to rub his face in this.


  They quickly moved through the areas they’d already covered, checking for any new evidence of recent occupation and finding none. Then they spent the next several hours working through more tunnels, coming up on dead ends and backtracking, marking each juncture off with chalk high up on the wall and noting it on the tablet before advancing to the next tunnel branch.


  As they headed into another section, they heard a noise some distance ahead of them, like something falling over and a person scrabbling out of the way.


  They all wore the FLIR and infrared night vision goggles that allowed them to see in the darkness without using regular lights. The IR lights on their carbines and helmets lit the tunnels up like noon when used in conjunction with the goggles.


  In the lead, Alpha stopped and held up a fist, a silent signal to the others to halt.


  They waited, motionless and listening, focused in all directions around them.


  Out of the darkness they heard someone—or something large—somewhere ahead of them in the passageway, moving through the tunnel away from their location. There were occasional patches of light from street lamps filtering down into the depths from old ventilation and drainage grates still in place on the sidewalks above, but for the most part it was dim, dank, and disgustingly dirty down below. And even through their surgical masks, the place stank to high heaven.


  I can’t believe tourists actually paid to come down here and see this shit.


  Foxtrot pulled his focus out of his head as Alpha signaled for them to silently ease forward again.


  This crazy tunnel had received earthquake damage at some point in the past, but from the design it looked like it was part of the Seattle Underground tunnel system created when the city had raised the street’s ground level over two hundred years earlier. It wasn’t part of the sewers.


  They advanced slowly, cautiously, every man now on alert and painstakingly silent.


  Another noise echoed off the walls ahead of them and they froze. The construction of this particular section of tunnel didn’t allow for them to spread out more than two abreast and still have room to move. Alpha turned, motioning for Tango to come to the front with him and get his taser and tranq combo gun ready. Whether or not it was their target, they didn’t want to risk killing an innocent civvie.


  And if it was their target, a blue-pos Kiter was far safer for the men to handle if the Kiter was unconscious.


  Alpha motioned for Foxtrot and Kilo to hang back and watch their six as he and Tango moved forward. The unit coalesced into a single, breathing entity, creeping toward the source of the sound.


  They were approaching a juncture in the tunnel that had likely once been an intersection of streets. To their left, an old bricked wall blocked their way. Ahead, the tunnel continued, but to their right lay an opening, a decorative stone archway above attesting to its previous life as part of the Seattle Underground system.


  Alpha motioned for another stop as more noise filtered through the tunnel. Definitely from the tunnel to their right. Alpha crouched down low and slowly eased his head around the corner. After watching for a moment, he gave them a thumbs-up, followed by holding up a single finger, and then making a zero with his fingers touching his thumb.


  Target ahead approximately ten yards.


  Foxtrot tensed, he and Kilo splitting apart to each stand on opposite sides of the tunnel, their backs to the wall and now able to glance both ways without impeding an escape path for the others if they had to beat feet.


  Time seemed to slow, drag, every pulse a forever as Tango silently swapped places with Alpha and confirmed the target.


  He also gave a thumbs-up.


  The unit closed ranks, tightening up just before the tunnel juncture. Tango silently armed his taser gun and flicked off the safety on the tranq function. The combo unit, dubbed the T-Square, was a specialty item they’d picked up soon after TMFU and their mission to find scientists from The List was ordered. They had ten of them, one per team, but because of their size and weight, they didn’t bring all of them on every mission.


  They only had two of them down there with them today, Juju carrying the other one. He was positioned three men back. Alpha looked, found him, and motioned for him to move forward and swap out his carbine for the T-Square. Then Alpha stepped back, behind Juju, giving the two men unimpeded access to the tunnel.


  Tango in the lead, he and Juju crept forward, staying low, until they rounded the corner out of sight with Alpha following so close his nose was nearly up their asses.


  Another noise, followed by the creepy sound of a woman’s giggle that made them all freeze in their tracks. Foxtrot didn’t know about the other guys, but it had sent his pucker factor of nine on a scale of one-to-ten up to about an eleventy-thirty-eight.


  Foxtrot and Kilo locked gazes. Foxtrot wondered if he wore the same wide-eyed expression Kilo did.


  Foxtrot tugged down his surgical mask. “Da fuck was that?” he mouthed before pulling it back into place.


  Kilo shrugged, returning his focus to the tunnel ahead of them while Foxtrot kept watch on their six.


  They’d all started easing forward again when another giggle, even more disturbing than the last, echoed through the tunnels, freezing the men again.


  Gooseflesh rippled up Foxtrot’s spine.


  Then they heard the sound of a long, ripping fart, followed by more maniacal giggling.


  Despite his fear, Foxtrot had to clamp his lips shut not to start laughing.


  Kilo glowered at him but from the skewed cant of his partner’s jaw, Foxtrot knew he was having a hard time keeping it together, too.


  The giggles turned into singsongy words.


  “Bless us hiiiigh, bless us loooow. Bless us all, Fatheeerrrr Siiiillooooo.”


  Like an icy cold wave, the off-key tune washed any humor out of the situation for Foxtrot.


  Foxtrot and Kilo reached the tunnel juncture. A long, straight section of passageway between old boarded-up building fronts, wider than the branch they currently stood in. About twenty feet ahead of them a small grate allowed a little light to filter in from the street level lamps above it. Enough they could see the woman just past it, but also enough that it would fark her ability to see them through the darkness. In their goggles, it appeared like a bright beam of sunlight focused directly on the tunnel floor.


  Despite her appearance, they could tell it was Korey. She looked emaciated, sunken, hollow cheeks under wide, glassy eyes. Her long, naturally blonde hair hung dirty and matted down her back. Squatting barefoot on the tunnel floor, she wore a shapeless dress of indeterminate color.


  She played with something on the floor, giggling again as Foxtrot could now hear the soft clinking of glass, almost like marbles being bumped together, but different.


  They wouldn’t give her a chance to react.


  Tango and Juju signaled they were a go, meaning the others would hang back and give them room in case they needed to retreat. Next behind them, Alpha and Delta had their carbines up, locked and loaded, safeties off, fingers laid alongside the triggers and ready to fire.


  Papa had made their mission clear—bring in the woman if they found her, but first and foremost, bring everyone else back alive and healthy. If they located her and couldn’t take her down without risking the safety of their personnel, then they were to take her out.


  If the two T-Squares didn’t immobilize her so they could safely handle her, Tango and Juju would dive off to the sides, giving Alpha and Delta clear kill shots.


  They’d all seen what raging Kiters could do, some of them firsthand. Hell, an young child caught in a Kite rage could rip an adult’s arm right out of the socket.


  No one was interested in engaging in a hand-to-hand combat skirmish with a Kite-positive adult woman in a dark underground tunnel.


  They all flinched as she stood, but she turned away from them, her attention on the floor as she looked for something. “Where’d you go, you silly, silly, silly thang, you?”


  Now Foxtrot could hear the Kentucky drawl Ak had described to them. Ak’s brother, Marvin, had been a volunteer in the program and trying to strike up a relationship with Korey. They were supposed to be sent out together to Seattle. Then he was killed by a gunman going after Ak. Ak had met Korey face-to-face and had spoken with her at the church facility.


  The men were fifteen feet from her when they took their tranq shots first, a rapid-fire burst of three darts from each gun, peppering her back and ass with the projectiles, which were each filled with enough of a ketamine-like drug to knock down three adult men twice her size.


  She let out a cry and wheeled around, but before they could tase her, she crumpled facedown onto the tunnel floor and lay there, still.


  “Uncle, forward!” Alpha yelled.


  When Uncle moved in to take Tango’s position next to Delta, Alpha advanced, flipping his safety on his carbine before shouldering it and taking the T-Square from Tango to cover him. The medic pulled on heavy-duty vinyl gloves and eased forward, just out of the woman’s reach.


  She let out a low, soft gurgling moan.


  Tango pulled handcuffs from his waist kit and quickly cuffed her wrists behind her, adding another pair to her filthy ankles, before leaning forward and plucking the darts from her.


  “Juju,” Alpha said, “don’t blink. If she so much as burps, tase her.”


  “Just make sure I’m not touching her when you do, dude,” Tango said, now kneeling next to her. He took her carotid pulse and nodded. “She looks like she’s in bad shape, definitely dehydrated, but her pulse is strong, racing. I should have to be administering a counter drug by now to keep her respiration up based on her size alone.” He held out an open palm. “Someone hand me a test strip. I think we all know what it will show, but, procedures.”


  Uncle reached into his pocket and pulled one out of his travel kit, dropping it into the man’s palm without making contact. They all knew there was no sense needlessly exposing more personnel than necessary.


  Tango jabbed her in the upper arm, the stick already turning colors before he even withdrew it from her arm. They all knew it was blue but in the IR goggles it appeared black.


  “Answers that question with certainty,” Alpha said. “Get the sling ready.”


  They’d brought a hammock-style litter with them and prepared it while Alpha handed the T-Square off to Uncle. He unzipped Tango’s ruck for him and pulled out a body bag. It’d be easier to put her in that and leave the zipper partway down so she could breathe than to risk her infecting anyone.


  Alpha donned a pair of heavy-duty vinyl gloves to help Tango get her into the body bag. Leaving her on her side, they eased her onto the litter and then used several turns of duct tape to keep her in position and secure her to the litter.


  “Foxtrot, Kilo, Delta, you three stay in front of us. When we hit the surface, return to base with Yankee,” Alpha said. “You haven’t been close enough to warrant any decon. We’ll be right behind you.”


  “What was she playing with over there?” Uncle asked.


  “Go look.”


  He did, toeing at something with his tactical boot. “Son of a bitch,” he muttered.


  “What is it?”


  “Looks like the rest of the boluses. Empty.”


  Alpha walked over. “I’ll bag ’em. I’m gloved.” He looked around, found a canvas bag that they suspected had been hers, and dumped them in there with the dirty clothes already inside. He tied the handles to keep the bag closed and shoved it into the body bag with her, behind her. “There. Let’s move out.”


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  I hope they’re okay.


  That was Kyong’s first thought as she awoke at 05:00 hours that morning and lay in her bedroll.


  Canuck, of course, wasn’t there.


  Her dreams had been filled with thoughts about Kilo and Foxtrot. Was she being stubbornly stupid for not throwing herself into their bedrolls?


  When she thought about the other available pairs of men she’d met, including Papa and Alpha, she knew she didn’t feel the visceral attraction to any of them that she did to Foxtrot and Kilo. If it was going to be with any of the guys, it would be those two monkeys.


  After a shower and grabbing her gear, she headed downstairs for breakfast. As usual, Pandora was there, getting their chow ready.


  “No pancakes?” Kyong teased.


  Pandora snorted. “No, scrambled eggs and bacon. I decided to take it easy on Roscoe today.”


  Victor, Zed, and Echo soon joined her downstairs for breakfast, full of more questions from their overnight reading.


  “I applaud your study skills,” she said, “but I hope you all are getting sleep.”


  “No worries there,” Victor assured her. “We’ve done a lot more on a lot less.”


  They’d finished up and were preparing to leave when Kyong heard a flurry of activity from the garage level below and stepped out of the way as one of the men burst through the stairwell door and into the main level.


  “Papa! Target acquired!” He ran back out before she could figure out which man he was, but his declaration set the rest of them into motion.


  The CO started barking orders, and less than a minute later, she saw several people dressed in full bunny suits bolt toward the stairwell, medical gear in their hands.


  Papa paused in the stairwell. “Everyone else, upstairs and in quarters until the all-clear. Now.”


  Kyong didn’t need to be told twice. She ran for the stairs leading up, taking them two at a time and happy to be nowhere near whatever or whoever it was they were bringing up.


  Below, she heard more activity, orders and directions being barked, until about ten minutes later it sounded like the door to the lab was slammed shut on some of the ruckus.


  Finally, Alpha’s voice rang down the halls. “All clear, folks.”


  She emerged from her room, looking around to see others curiously sticking their heads out, too.


  Pandora caught up with her. “They really found her, huh?” the redhead asked.


  “Your guess is as good as mine.”


  They gathered downstairs with the others. Kyong wouldn’t deny she felt relief to know Kilo and Foxtrot were safe and sound, even though she didn’t see them in the assembled group. She also didn’t see the three scientists, Doc, Tango, or Clara, or a couple of the other men.


  “We got her,” Papa announced. “She’s in pretty rough shape, apparently. And she is blue. Needless to say, no one goes in or near the lab unless they have a reason to do so. She’s been sedated, because she was up and moving when they found her. None of our guys were directly exposed that we know of, but better safe than sorry. The ones who had contact with her, they’re going to wait it out down in the garage for a couple of hours, just to be safe.”


  “She going to make it?” Ak asked, her expression a dark, unreadable mask.


  If Korey had known Ak’s brother, Kyong imagined it was an emotionally mixed bag for Ak.


  I know it would be for me. Hell, just hearing a guy who sounds like Tuan messed me up.


  “Don’t know,” Papa said. “Looks like she’s emaciated, dehydrated. If we hadn’t located her, Doc says she likely would have died in another day or two. And from the old needle tracks on her arms, it looks like she didn’t infect anyone else with the stuff.”


  “Wait a minute,” Kyong said. “You’re telling us it looks like she took all of that shit herself? And she’s still alive? Kite kills in, what, a couple of weeks, tops. And she was injecting not only the virus, but the drug?”


  “Exactly,” Papa said. “Which is why she’s so important. Somehow, it appears she’s got a natural immunity to it.”


  “Holy crap,” Pandora muttered. “This will be a chapter in my future book no one will believe.”


  “She might be our Patient Zero in terms of fighting this,” Papa continued. “This could be the break we’ve needed. If she doesn’t die on us.”


  “What a kick in the nuts that would be,” Kyong said.


  “I’ll keep everyone posted,” he said. “Right now, we’re going to stay buttoned up tight, double watches, and no one goes outside without permission or a damn good reason.” He caught sight of Kyong and the three guys. “Except for you four, of course. We need the training to continue.”


  “Like I want to go out there,” Pandora quipped. “Just give me my garden on the roof.”


  Papa smirked. “We know, snowflake. We know. All right, that’s all. Dismissed.” He walked over to them. “Beginning to regret you agreed to throw your hat in with us?” he asked Kyong.


  “Not like I had much of a choice either way,” she said, “but no. If you guys are going to save the world, that sounds like a worthy cause.” It also meant she could stay busy enough not to think about her three missing crew.


  She didn’t have the heart to think of them as dead…yet.


  “This is the best break we’ve had in a long, long while. Lima’s already let Bubba know about it.”


  Kyong was never so glad to be a pilot and not a medic or doctor. “All things considered, feel free to tell him to put my request about my brother on the back burner. This is a little more important.”


  “Don’t worry. He’s a multitasker. I’m sure he’s got things under control and will dedicate assets to it if and when he can.”


  “I appreciate it.”


  “He did pass on something about your parents overnight, though. He confirmed they’re safe with family in New Hampshire. He’s working on arranging something for them all and will make sure he takes care of them for you. They’ll be safe and provided for.”


  Gratitude threatened to well up and spill over inside her. “Thanks.”


  “Hey, you’re one of us. We take care of our own.” He hooked a thumb toward the door. “Just stay clear of the guys doing decon down in the garage when you leave.”


  Victor drove them after they finished eating. She mostly remained silent as the three men bantered suppositions about what allowed the captured woman to survive her experience. Then they reached McChord. Kyong stepped into her instructor mode and focus once again returned to the job in front of them.


  The morning’s excitement over the captured fugitive quickly fell by the wayside as they dove into the day’s lessons. Victor had taken several turns at the stick already under Kyong’s watchful eye, and her doubts about his abilities to help fly the Panda had trickled into the pretty much nonexistent category at that point. She wasn’t quite ready to let him solo a takeoff and landing yet, and neither was he. But at least if an emergency developed, she knew he could step in and help.


  As they broke for lunch, Echo stood in the open cargo bay and stared toward the nose of the plane. “Hey, stupid question, guys. Well, more for K, I guess.”


  “What?”


  “How are we transporting our captured goose to Florida without risking infecting everyone else?”


  She stared at the cargo bay. “Good question.” She’d already taken measurements and knew the RV would fit just fine. Annie and Ak had welded tie-down points to the RV’s frame so it could be securely anchored with load binders to the floor of the cargo bay.


  The C-160s were used for large-scale patient transport and evac, but this bird wasn’t currently equipped for litter transport. They’d been transporting cargo for months previous to this. She had enough jump seats along the sides for their personnel. Not the best travel accommodations in the world, but at least safe enough to keep them from bouncing around if they hit turbulence.


  Ak and Annie had already rigged the RV’s interior with a secure rack system to allow them to keep the sample coolers and other equipment in place.


  “They’ll have to isolate her inside the RV, I think,” Kyong finally said. “That will be the safest option. Tranq her, tie her to a litter, and secure that so she doesn’t go bouncing around. Someone can ride in it with her and use the driver and passenger seat belts to keep themselves belted in.”


  She heard a Jeep drive up. Mal parked in the shade of the wing and got out, walking over to the cargo ramp. “Knock knock.”


  “How’s it going?”


  He smiled, holding up his tablet. “I should ask you that. Not often I get a carte blanche order for a plane, kiddo.”


  “Really?” She looked at the order, signed by General Joseph Arliss.


  Captain Kyong Tran, of the Punchy Panda, was hereby authorized to acquire or use whatever resources she needed to complete her assigned mission before her eventual departure, and the base commander was ordered to make it so without delay or explanations, and to put any and all resources at her disposal as requested.


  Mal pulled the toothpick from his mouth. “So, you want wall-to-wall shag carpet or something in here?” He grinned.


  She returned the tablet to him. “Nope. Just maintenance, fuel, and flight clearance as needed.”


  “You’re too easy. I could get you a full galley, no problem.”


  That drew laughs from all of them. “No, Mal,” she finally said. “I’ll be close on weight as it is when we finally depart.”


  “Really gonna haul an RV, huh? Didn’t people used to drive them to Florida in the winter? Seems overkill to fly it.” He tossed the toothpick out of the cargo opening and fished a fresh one from his shirt pocket.


  “Well, remember, I am dealing with a bunch of monkeys.”


  “Hey,” the other three men said, smiling despite their mock outrage.


  Mal’s expression sobered as he held up the tablet. “All joking aside, if you need me to, I can pull you in some guys. I already did some scouting. One of them was a loadmaster and crew chief on a C-160, and the other two had plenty of hours, including takeoffs and landings, on C-130s. That’s as good as a little brother for one of these birds.”


  It was tempting, but as she turned and studied the faces of the three men she was quickly coming to think of as friends, she realized she didn’t need Mal’s guys.


  “No, I think we’re good.” Then a thought hit her. “Hey, is the big flight sim available?”


  Mal’s grin returned. “Doesn’t matter if it’s available or not. It’s yours.”


  “Actually, I want it for him.” She pointed at Victor. “Can we get in there after lunch, set up as a Zeus?”


  He glanced at his watch. “I will make sure it’s open and ready for you from 13:00 hours until whenever you’re ready to quit virtually crashing birds.”


  “Gee, thanks,” Victor said. “I think.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Like many bases with an active air wing, McChord had several flight simulators available, multi-screened units with cockpits very close to the real thing and computers that could throw realistic situations at a pilot and crew.


  But McChord also had a big simulator, and many bases didn’t have one of those. On a raised platform, the flight deck capsule was an accurate recreation of a cockpit, with several different interior modules that took the sim crew less than ten minutes each to swap out. Each module simulated a particular aircraft, and McChord had a C-160 Zeus module.


  It meant not only would the video screens around them show a realistic image, the entire cabin would move, shake, and respond as if it were a Zeus. Also, it was programmed to handle with different cargo and fuel loads, so she could have Victor simulate a takeoff heavy with fuel and then a lighter landing.


  It was nearly 18:00 hours when she finally forced Victor to call it a day. He’d aced the easy, clear-sky, zero-breeze takeoffs and landings, but as she began instructing the techs to throw more difficult scenarios at them, including midair issues and landing heavy in a pasture, he’d ended up crashing them three times, his frustration at himself growing with each failure.


  She signaled to the sim crew. “We’re done.”


  “One more time,” Victor said. “Please, one more time, K.”


  She laughed. “Dude, you don’t understand. I’ve seen experienced pilots who wouldn’t have handled some of those situations as well as you did. Those weren’t failures. Those were benchmarks to let me know where you need work. We’ll come back tomorrow morning and start over here in the sim. I guess I should have had you in here sooner, but I needed to make sure you knew the Panda inside and out, first, in real life.”


  He looked disappointed but didn’t argue with her or make her pull rank on him.


  Back at the safe house they caught the tail end of evening chow, but Kilo and Foxtrot weren’t anywhere to be seen. Papa waved her into his office for a quick status report from her about the men’s progress.


  “I had Victor in the big sim today. I feel good about him.”


  “Can you spare the other two tomorrow?”


  “Sure, but can I ask why?”


  “I need them here on watch. I have to send out a scouting run tomorrow and I don’t want to stretch the team too thin. You and Victor go to McChord and keep drilling him. In the simulator, I mean. Flying, that is,” he quickly added.


  She smiled. “I knew what you meant.”


  “Just don’t want to be misunderstood.”


  “I’m a pilot, not an idiot. Which brings me to another point.” She brought up the issue of transporting Korey from Seattle to Florida.


  He ran a hand through his hair. “Might not be an issue.”


  “Why?”


  “She might not make it that long.”


  “Oh.”


  “They have her restrained. She’s not combative, but she’s not exactly coherent, either. They think Kite the drug might have fried her brain.”


  “Did she say what happened?”


  “As best Doc and Annie and the others working on her could understand, she saw her fellow volunteer get killed at the airport, and so she ran, suspecting they’d be after her, too. She hid in the sewers and waited until it seemed safe enough to move.”


  But apparently extreme paranoia set in, whether from Kite the drug, or her training, or the virus, no one knew. She found her way into the Seattle Underground, and for the past several weeks she’d been trying to survive there after going through the entire contents of her deadly payload herself. She’d been feeding herself by stealing whatever she could, afraid to use a prepaid debit card the church had given her.


  “Wow.”


  “Wow, indeed,” Papa said. “That’s one of the reasons I need Echo and Zed here tomorrow, so Omega and a couple others can go on a medical supply run. Doc and Annie need some equipment and supplies for her that we don’t have.”


  “Can’t we get her med-flighted out of here to the CDC or something?”


  “We could, except that right now, Doc says she likely wouldn’t survive the trip. He’s using a mix of drug cocktails to try to keep her metabolism stable. Whatever Kite the drug did to her, it’s fucked her body up like any other junkie, but worse.” He winced. “Sorry. Bad choice of words.”


  Her thoughts hadn’t been about Tuan, but as she realized what he meant, there they turned.


  “The other problem, of course,” Papa continued, “is we don’t know how secure the CDC’s personnel roster is. Bubba said General Arliss is working on cleaning house from his end, but we have the double threat of Silo will likely want her dead so she can’t reveal anything, or he’ll want her under his control so his scientists can guinea pig her.”


  “Isn’t that exactly what we’re doing to her?”


  “Yeah, but at least when we get the vaccine figured out, we’ll make sure it’s available to the world, not just a few people. And we’re trying to keep her alive. But I will make sure I mention your concerns to the med staff so they can make the appropriate preparations. I agree, isolating her in the RV would be the safest option. Makes the most sense.” He tipped his head. “You all right?”


  “Yeah. Think I’m going to call it a night.”


  “Have a good one, then. I’ll pass word to Echo and Zed for you about tomorrow’s change of plans.”


  Rather than asking where Kilo and Foxtrot were and hunting them down to talk, she retired to her room and settled in for the evening. She needed to be alone.


  Especially since her mind traveled to dark places she couldn’t stop it from going.


  How had Tuan died?


  Had he been turned into some crazed guy? Had he hurt anyone, committed any crimes before finally succumbing to the drugs?


  She suspected part of the reason her parents had ordered her away was their own shame. Kyong could not accept her brother’s death had been as simple as authorities reported. Her parents thought their son had died a drug addict.


  Kyong would not accept that.


  Not unless Bubba came back with incontrovertible proof of that. If he did, she would accept it.


  Part of her would never believe it, but she would put it to rest and move on.


  There was no reason for her brother to go from a hardworking, responsible, dedicated employee, son, and brother, to…junkie. Financially, he wasn’t rich, but he was one of the increasingly rare middle class who could scrape by for the most part without having to live under a bridge in the process.


  Why am I doing this to myself? Why can’t I let it go?


  Eventually, she rolled over and tried to go to sleep.


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  After a restless night, Kyong tried to keep up her end of the conversation with Victor the next morning and found herself struggling to do so.


  “You feeling all right?” he asked over breakfast.


  “Yeah, just…tired. Things catching up with me. A little more coffee and I’ll be fine.”


  Papa walked in. “Good, you’re still here. Can you cut training to a half day and bring him back after lunch?”


  “Sure.”


  “What’s up?” Victor asked him.


  “Doc and Annie, with some pharmaceutical tweaking by Canuck, were able to get Korey lucid for a while last night. We got her on video explaining what happened. And yes, the staff at the LA clinic told the volunteers Reverend Silo was behind the whole thing and had orchestrated it, even though officially his name and face never appeared anywhere in the documentation we found for the clinic.”


  “Can’t someone argue they were lying and doing that without his knowledge or consent?” she asked.


  “They could, except for a video the volunteers were shown right before they were sent out. It was a message from Reverend Silo wishing them luck and praising their efforts.”


  “Sorry to play Devil’s advocate, but a message specifically for them, or was it something they could have snagged from a broadcast feed and made it look like it was for them?”


  Papa held up a finger. “I passed the intel to Bubba and he went back over the clinic’s data. In the info dump Bubba got from the place, he found something he’d not paid attention to before, where they made a network connection to the headquarters at Albuquerque. Specifically, into a dedicated server system where the church’s network apparently stores all their video.”


  “So?”


  “It was a push feed out, initiated by the network specifically to the clinic’s secure computer system. In other words, a direct download to the clinic. And Bubba was able to crack into their broadcasting servers from that, found a weakness.” He grinned. “And now he’s into the main church’s network and downloading info like a madman. Even better, the video’s push feed was instituted by one Jerald Arbeid, Silo’s assistant.”


  Victor smacked the table with his hand. “Hot damn, we finally got the bastard pinned.”


  “Not exactly,” Papa said. “But we’re heading in that direction.


  “I checked the weather this morning,” she said. “There’s a storm system I’ve been watching in the Pacific. Looks like it’ll hit tomorrow, rains and low ceiling, so real training will be out of the question. If you want us to take a day off so you can have Victor here, that’d be perfect.”


  “Sounds like a plan. I don’t want you getting burned out either.”


  Victor turned to her, a wicked smile painted across his face. “Aw, isn’t that sweet? You don’t want me crashing and dying.”


  “The Panda’s an expensive piece of military hardware, buddy. Not to mention I like my skin. And a day off sounds great, as long as you’re sure we can afford it?” That last question she directed at Papa.


  “Wouldn’t have suggested it if we couldn’t.”


  She wanted to ask about Kilo and Foxtrot and bit her tongue to keep the words in her mouth. She didn’t want to stir up rumors or conjecture any more than she already had.


  Not to mention she still wasn’t sure she’d settled the matter in her mind anyway.


  Victor stood. “Well, it’s a great day to die,” he said. “Let’s hit the sim.”


  “It’s never a great day to die,” she snarked back. “And if you crash more than twice this morning, you’re doing my laundry.”


  “And if I don’t?” He waggled his eyebrows at her, playfully but not suggestively. “Give me an incentive.”


  “Then I’ll buy you lunch on base.” She laughed and headed toward the stairwell as he groaned behind her.


  “That’s not an incentive!” he kvetched. “That’s more like a punishment. I’d rather do your laundry.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Victor actually crashed the sim five times. But, to be fair, she’d had them crank it up to expert level and he’d handled situations that even some experienced pilots might have farked up.


  “Guess I’m doing your laundry,” he grumped.


  “No, you’re not.” She explained how she’d stacked the deck against him as they headed toward the mess hall.


  “Still,” he groused, “I’d rather do your laundry than eat lunch here.”


  “Chicken,” she teased.


  “No, I have a very well-developed sense of self-preservation, thank you very much. I think I have a couple of expired MREs back in the truck.”


  “No. Suck it up, buttercup,” she said.


  “I’d rather suck up an expired MRE. Why can’t we wait to eat until we get back to the safe house?”


  She smiled. “Because I’m a sadist.”


  Actually, that afternoon’s lunch wasn’t too bad. When they returned to the safe house and parted ways, Kyong realized she wasn’t exactly sure what she was supposed to do with herself. She did her laundry, repacked her gear…and realized feeling like this was very odd. On the Panda, she could always find busywork to do. There were always maintenance forms, or flight logs, or systems checks, or…something.


  After an update about the patient’s status—extremely critical and very dire—Kyong eventually headed up to the building’s rooftop garden with her tablet to read and have some time alone.


  Which wasn’t as alone as she thought she’d be when Annie joined her a few minutes later.


  “Oh, sorry. Didn’t know you were up here,” Annie said. In her arms she carried a couple of plastic tubs and kitchen shears. “Want to be alone?”


  “No, do what you need to do.” They had a pretty good garden going, lots of salad greens, spinach, and even some tomatoes coming in.


  Lots of things had been going through Kyong’s head. Not the least of which was watching the five women interact with their men.


  And since joining the unit, Kyong hadn’t had a lot of time to talk to any of the women alone.


  As good a time as any. “Can I ask you a personal question?” Kyong posed.


  Annie was working on snipping leaves from a section of mixed salad greens. “Sure, captain.”


  “This is woman to woman. Please, call me Kyong. Or K. That’s what…” She choked back the emotion welling inside her. “That’s what my brother used to call me.”


  Annie laughed. “Sorry. Old habits die hard, especially when drilled into your brain by the military. What’s on your mind, K?”


  “How’s it work with you and Roscoe and Niner?”


  Annie paused, thinking. After a moment, she shrugged. “A little rocky sometimes because Roscoe suffers from chronic foot-in-mouth disease, as you witnessed.” She smiled. “But he’s getting better. He just needed the right woman with a firm hand.” Her smile faded. “I didn’t think you and Kilo and Foxtrot were—”


  “We’re…not.”


  “Ah.” She snipped some more greens. “Thinking about it though, aren’t you?”


  Why lie? “Maybe.”


  “I’m going to give you the best bit of advice I was given. Nobody says you have to like them. No one’s telling you to marry them. But life is short, getting shorter by the day. If you’re single and lonely, why not play around, at least? Why choose to be lonely?”


  “Is that what you’re doing? Playing around?”


  Annie smiled. “At first it was more ragey sex between me and Roscoe. But I fell in love with both of them. But who’s to say you have to even do that? They’re big boys. I’ve watched them watching you. I think they’re hot for you. Hey, if not them, why not another pair? There are four other available pairs of guys in this unit. And Sin’s single, but I think he’s got his hands full working right now.”


  When Kyong mentally ran through the other guys in her mind, she once again realized the only real attraction she felt for any of the guys was for Kilo and Foxtrot.


  “I mean,” Annie said, “if you don’t want to casually fool around with anyone, no problems there, either. But if you do, Clara’s got five-years in her medical kit if you need one, just in case.”


  Kyong was still deep in thought. “That’s not a problem,” she said. “Mine’s less than a year old.” She’d made sure to renew it when she had her last medical, even though at that point it was still a couple of months away from being due. Not that she was having any sex at the time, but she knew it’d be her damn dumb luck if she hadn’t renewed it, she’d probably stumble across a guy.


  In this case, guys.


  “Well, the guys on the team are all clean, if that’s a concern,” Annie said with a shrug. “No one’s going to judge you if you monkey around a little with them.” She grinned.


  Kyong groaned. “That’s a horrible joke.”


  “Oh, just one of many, believe me. You’re sick of the monkey jokes now? You just wait.”


  “That’s if I’m around to hear them.”


  “Why? I thought you were staying on with us?”


  “Well, for now, sure. What happens later?”


  “Guess that’s for you to decide.”


  “That’s for the military to decide. They still own me for about two more years.”


  “Hypothetically and hopefully speaking, the unit’s been around for four years. They’re all coming due for re-up, but I know these monkeys. They won’t just say, ‘Hey, sorry, time’s up, buh-bye,’ and walk off the job. They’ll stick with it ’til they’re done. Then I wouldn’t be surprised if they all leave and go do their own thing after that.”


  “That what you’re going to do with Roscoe and Niner?”


  “I hope so,” Annie said. “You have no idea how badly I hope that. That we all make it through to the other side of this to go find a little hideaway somewhere and enjoy life. I don’t want to believe this is humanity’s last gasp and it’s a case of the last one out turns off the lights. I want to believe those eggheads will fix this mess, especially now with that woman captured. I want to believe we’re all going to be able to have reunions and celebrations and look back on this period of time in a ‘Hey, wasn’t that some crazy shit?’ kind of way.”


  Annie shook her head sadly. “Too many good people have died for me to think we won’t get through this. That they won’t fix this mess, that we won’t kick Silo’s ass, and that we won’t all get our happy-ever-afters. I’m a realist, but if I don’t make the active choice to pick hope in this case, I might as well deep throat my nine and pull the trigger. And if you knew me better, to hear me say that? That I’m actively choosing hope over realistic odds? Then you would understand how desperately I’m clinging to it.”


  Kyong remained on the roof even after Annie finished her picking and left her alone once more.


  Annie’s words had given her plenty of food for thought.


  Kyong headed down for evening chow a while later. She felt her face heat when her gaze immediately homed in on Kilo and Foxtrot as she walked into the dining area. Both of them had immediately focused on her, too, as if watching for her.


  Waiting for her.


  Forcing herself not to engage right then, she slid past some of the others standing and talking in the main room and went to grab a plateful of spaghetti from the large pots on the stove, as well as a serving of fresh salad and a glass of water.


  Am I really contemplating this?


  She thought about it as she found herself a quiet corner in an empty office on the first floor. She sat on the floor, in a corner, and ate. She didn’t want to sit there in the dining room, not knowing what to say to Kilo and Foxtrot, and have her face glowing hot, like a silent beacon for everyone to see.


  It was safe to say no men had ever had the effect on her that Kilo and Foxtrot had. Either together, or singly.


  But the echoes of the tower controller at El Segundo screaming in her ear, the three empty seats in her cockpit, the three sets of gear still stowed in the Panda—all of that hammered home the truth of Annie’s words.


  Life. Is. Short.


  When she thought about her lonely bedroll, sharing a room with Canuck, when she could be wedged soundly between two sexy hunks of male meat…


  It wasn’t much of a choice to make, all things considered.


  It pretty much makes the decision for me.


  When she finished eating, she felt a little disappointed that she didn’t find the two men in the main dining area with the others. She took her mess kit into the kitchen, washed everything, and left it with the other clean dishes to air dry.


  On the heels of her disappointment, she chastised herself.


  Stupid. You want to talk to them and then you go hide in an office. Don’t expect them to chase you.


  She’d seen all the triads interacting in some way. Some more than others, but what they all seemed to share was a happy glow, an inner light. You could tell they were in love with each other.


  I’m not even sure I’m capable of love like that.


  She hadn’t felt it yet.


  Instead of going to her own room, she forced herself to go up to theirs, where she knocked.


  After no response, she knocked again and called out. “Kilo? Foxtrot?”


  Nothing.


  Ak came up behind her on her way to one of the bathrooms. “If you’re looking for Kilo and Foxtrot, Tango and Omega grabbed them for a supply run right after dinner.”


  “Oh. Okay, thanks.”


  Another missed opportunity.


  She headed for her room, mentally kicking herself in the ass the whole way.


  Maybe this is why I deserve to be alone.


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  Kilo still hadn’t spoken more than a dozen words to Foxtrot since that little stunt his partner pulled with Kyong. Every time Foxtrot tried to talk to him, he pulled rank and ordered him to shut up, or walked away.


  He didn’t want to discuss it. He still felt too angry.


  That she’d seen them at chow that night and had opted to go off by herself instead of sitting in one of the vacant chairs across the table from them was proof of how she felt.


  He knew eventually he’d get over it. But now he felt a keen sympathy for Niner over having Roscoe for a partner. How Niner hadn’t murdered his partner in his sleep over the past several years was a miracle in and of itself.


  Then again, now they had Annie.


  He wondered who’d finally end up with Kyong, if anyone. His money was on Victor and Uni. Victor was a pilot, so they already had a lot in common. Add in how much time they were spending together training, it wasn’t a hard call to make. If not him, then maybe Zed and Uncle, for similar reasons. She was getting to know Zed in training, building a rapport with him. It’d be a natural next step, right?


  Then again, maybe she’d surprise them with a left-field choice, like Juju and Delta. Maybe even Papa and Alpha, although their CO and second were, admittedly, more focused on the mission than on romance.


  Or, maybe that would be exactly why she got together with them, avoiding an emotional entanglement that—


  “Hey, you listening?” Tango asked from the front seat.


  “Sorry, what?” Kilo sat up. He’d been staring out the truck’s window while Omega drove.


  “Where the fark is your head tonight, Kilo?” Tango asked.


  “Sorry.” He tossed a glare at Foxtrot, who sat in the other seat but with his gaze fixed firmly forward.


  He even looked a little…smug.


  I want to wipe that smirk off his face.


  Maybe this was Foxtrot’s revenge for him suggesting Florida to Papa.


  No, he wouldn’t go that far…would he?


  Deliberately sabotage any attempts they might have for a little slice of heaven of their own just because he was pissed off about their geographical destination?


  “Never mind,” Tango said. “Foxtrot, you stay with the truck. I need to know whoever’s behind the wheel won’t be daydreaming while we’re inside the warehouse.”


  “Roger roger,” Foxtrot chirruped.


  Technically, Tango couldn’t order him to do anything. They were basically the same rank, except that Omega outranked them both. And Tango had been put in charge of the excursion because of his medical knowledge. He knew the equipment they needed. Omega’s procurement skills would also likely come into play.


  If worse came to worse, they could shoot their way out of there.


  They arrived at a run-down warehouse in the industrial district just a couple of blocks from the water. Depending on which sign on the building you wanted to believe, it’d either been a paint supply business, a screw and nail wholesaler, a cardboard box and shipping container retailer, or a fish market.


  Kilo thought he’d eat out-of-date MREs before he ate fish that came from a building looking that decrepit.


  Foxtrot swapped places with Omega when the other man got out of the truck.


  “Keep it running,” Omega said. “We might come out hot and heavy.”


  “Roger roger,” Foxtrot said, still looking all too smug.


  Kilo wanted to punch him.


  He followed Tango and Omega into the warehouse, where a nervous young guy who looked to be barely out of his teens met them in the office area.


  Kilo noticed how the guy’s head quickly swiveled side-to-side nonstop, like a radar dish on crack.


  It immediately put him on guard and forced any thoughts about wanting to murder Foxtrot in his sleep out of his mind.


  Omega, playing the role of gang badass, shook hands with the kid. “You got what we discussed?”


  “You got cash?”


  “Show me yours first.”


  “Don’t want to waste time. I could get in trouble for this.”


  “Then I suggest we do it quickly.”


  He led them back into the warehouse area. Palettes of a crazy mix of merchandise were scattered haphazardly all over, everything from clothing, to bath and beauty supplies like bar soap and shampoo, to nonperishable foods, to several stacks of new mattresses wrapped in plastic. One such palette contained medical supply equipment, including several monitors, IV pumps, and various scopes and ultrasound machines.


  “What do you need?” the kid asked. The shrink-wrap had already been sliced open and the contents moved around, apparently to make it easier to sort through.


  Tango stepped forward and indicated what they needed while Kilo slowly turned, watching not just their six, but the entire interior of the warehouse.


  “What’re you doing with all this other stuff?” Omega asked.


  “I don’t know. We just receive it here. It’s all getting shipped to Brewster. Truck comes once a week to pick up whatever’s here and takes it, as much as they can. He just showed up this morning. I don’t ask questions, I just open the doors when I’m told to.”


  After Tango finished selecting what they needed, Omega negotiated a cash price and peeled bills off a roll from his pocket, handing them to the kid. “How you going to explain this?”


  The kid pocketed the money. “I’m not. Gonna wrap it back up and say that’s the way it looked when it got here. They ain’t questioned me yet. That’s why I want you guys out of here.”


  Omega turned to Kilo. “Get our ride, have him pull around the back.”


  He ran to do it, not with any feeling like they were going to be ambushed, but definitely wanting out of there as soon as possible. He jumped into the back after giving Foxtrot the instructions and they were backing up to a small door embedded in the wall next to the large, roll-up doors when Tango emerged with the first armful of equipment. Ten minutes later, they were all back in the truck and speeding away from the warehouse.


  Tango watched in the passenger mirror. “Don’t see any tails.”


  Omega glanced in the rearview mirror. “Neither do I, but we’re still taking the long way home.”


  Two hours later, after circling around back roads and neighborhoods, they eventually returned to the safe house from the north a little after 22:00 hours.


  Doc met them down in the garage. “Great. This is exactly what we needed. Good job.”


  “Need help bringing it up?” Kilo asked, wanting any delay he could grab before having to bunk with Foxtrot.


  “Yeah,” Doc said, “but just leave it in the hallway outside the lab door. We’ll take it from there.”


  “She going to make it?” Kilo asked.


  “I don’t know. Without this, I’d say no. But now maybe we have a fighting chance. Q and Sin are focusing on protein tests to figure out which strain of Kite she’s got, which antibodies she’s built up to it, and if there’s a commonality with the other strains. They might be able to backtrack to the antibodies from there.”


  “So there’s hope?”


  Doc shrugged. “There’s always hope, as long as we don’t give up on it.”


  After they finished unloading the truck, Foxtrot disappeared, leaving Kilo alone in their room.


  Well, that is what I wanted, isn’t it?


  Doc’s words wouldn’t quit ringing in his ears.


  Hope.


  He stripped down to his shorts and turned out the lights before lying down on his bedroll.


  Hope.


  Maybe if he approached Kyong, maybe he could talk to her. Maybe if she hated Foxtrot she’d still go for him.


  Then again, they were a team. It wouldn’t work with just one of them. He’d end up feeling guilty about the louse being left out, or the louse would feel resentful, or both.


  He pretended to be asleep when Foxtrot returned a little later. He still felt too angry at Foxtrot, too resentful.


  And he knew he had to get over that before all else, for the sake of the mission.


  


  * * * *


  


  In the middle of the night, Kyong gave up trying to sleep. She knew she couldn’t go wake up Kilo and Foxtrot. That would be wrong.


  I could go slip, naked, into their room…


  Then again, that might get her shot. They were trained fighters. If they weren’t expecting her…


  Yeah, nothing would spoil the mood faster than entry and exit wounds.


  Shower it was.


  She grabbed her stuff and headed that way, then almost ran face-first into a bare-chested Foxtrot as he opened the bathroom door.


  Staring up into his brown eyes, she found herself speechless.


  “I…” She swallowed, hard, and decided to quit being a chicken.


  Shoving him back into the bathroom, she shut and locked the door behind her, dropped her shower kit, and threw herself at him. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she kissed him, furiously, hoping he wouldn’t push her away.


  He didn’t. He grabbed her ass, turning and lifting her to sit her on the counter while pulling her legs around him. Then he took control of the kiss, one fist in her hair, the other around her waist. He slowed it down, deepened it, his tongue slowly caressing her lips, in the driver’s seat.


  Between her legs she felt his cock thicken and harden in his shorts and her clit ached in response, a homing beacon.


  There! Right there! Torpedo ahead! Target acquired!


  He lifted his mouth from hers and stared down into her eyes. “We’re a package deal, baby. You think you can handle two of us?”


  “I’d like to find out,” she breathlessly replied.


  He looked down at her T-shirt, then let go of her long enough to pull it up and off her, tossing it and her bra to the floor. When he bent down and sucked her left nipple into his mouth, she thought she’d scream from the pleasure.


  Then he did it again, to her right one, and she thought the friction of her shorts and panties against her clit might make her come right there.


  He straightened and smiled down at her, wordlessly reaching for the front of her shorts. He unfastened them and helped her work them and her panties off her hips and down her thighs, her pushing up on the counter so he could slide them down.


  Onto the floor they went.


  He locked gazes with her, kneeling in front of her and pushing her thighs apart. She grabbed his head as he leaned in and swiped his tongue up her clit, drawing a long, low hiss of pleasure from her.


  Then, he stood up and pecked her on the lips. “Don’t move.”


  She nearly fell off the counter. “What?”


  His smile disappeared and he gently pushed her back, so she was leaning against the wall. He grabbed her ankles and put her feet up on the counter, spreading her thighs wide apart. Then he put her hands on the edge of the counter, fingers wrapped around it.


  “Do. Not. Move,” he whispered, nipping her lower lip. “If you want to have the best fuck of your life, for the rest of your life, you’d better be exactly in this position when I return.”


  He stepped away, heading for the door. The outline of his hardened cock was clearly visible against his shorts, and boy, howdy, was he hung.


  Gulp.


  “What if someone comes in?” she squeaked.


  He smiled as he opened the door. “There’s another shower. Tell them this one’s occupied. Wouldn’t be the first time someone’s walked in on someone about to get it on.”


  Her mouth gaped as he stepped out and shut the door behind him.


  Son of a bitch!


  Now she was left with the conundrum of waiting to see if he was serious and risk pissing him off if he was, or hoping this wasn’t some sort of hazing stunt or practical joke.


  Her clit was screaming, furious at having such a delicious preview of coming attractions, just to rudely be interrupted.


  Gulp.


  Chapter Twenty


  


  Foxtrot was done messing around. He could apologize later for letting Kilo stew this long, but he wanted to get laid, he wanted to show Kyong they were the perfect men to audition for the leading roles of lifetime personal copilots for her, and he wanted it right farking now.


  He didn’t bother trying to stay quiet as he walked into their room and flipped on the overhead light, going straight to his duffel.


  “Dude, what the fuck?” Kilo complained.


  Foxtrot didn’t answer him. He dug through his shower kit until he found what he wanted, then he walked over to Kilo’s bedroll, grabbed him by the hair, and bodily dragged the man out of his rack.


  “What the—dude, fuck!” Kilo screamed.


  He barely let Kilo get his feet under him as he pulled him down the hallway and back to the bathroom. When he burst through the door, Kyong let out a little squeak of fear, and she jumped, but she was still in the same position he’d left her.


  Oh, good girl.


  He threw Kilo into the bathroom and pulled the door shut behind them, locking it.


  Kilo came up, ready to swing until he spotted Kyong sitting there, naked and spread wide open on the counter.


  Foxtrot looked at him. “You’re welcome.”


  Then Foxtrot stepped over to her, grabbed her hair, and kissed her again. He held up a couple of condoms and a bottle of lube. “You got a five-year?”


  She nodded.


  “Good. We’re clear. You clear?”


  She nodded again.


  “You okay with us not using these then?”


  She nodded.


  “Good. Then I know where we’ll use the condoms.” He put everything on the counter and kissed her again.


  Kilo let out a noise somewhere between a gasp and a groan. Foxtrot cast a glance at him over his shoulder. “We were clearing the air, asshole,” he said. “If you’d just let me tell you that instead of assuming we were fighting, we might have been able to get this settled a while ago.”


  Then he slid two fingers from his free hand along her pussy lips, finding her wet from his earlier teasing. He pressed one against her cunt for entrance and it easily slid in. He also enjoyed the soft moan Kyong made when he did.


  He wanted to make her moan like that around his cock.


  “You ever have two guys at once, baby?” Foxtrot asked her.


  She blushed but shook her head.


  “Anal?”


  Her gorgeous red cheeks deepened in color, but she nodded.


  He arched an eyebrow at her. “You like it?”


  Another nod.


  “Good.” He pulled his finger from her pussy and sucked her juices off it before kissing her again. “Kilo, you can apologize later. Get your ass over here and kiss the lady.” He released her, loving the way she wobbled a little as he did, and shoved his shorts down and off before kneeling between her legs again. He pulled her forward, slinging her thighs over his shoulders, and buried his head in her pussy.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kilo had gone from being sound asleep, to being rudely awakened, to being yanked out of bed by his hair, to…


  He wasn’t sure what the fuck this was, was still trying to process everything, but he damn sure wasn’t going to pick now to try to do that, for fuck’s sake.


  He walked over to the counter and reached out to stroke Kyong’s cheek. She nuzzled his hand, her eyes staring into his, looking vulnerable and…


  Well, gorgeous. Like the most gorgeous woman on the face of the planet.


  He leaned in and kissed her. He wasn’t sure if the moan he caught between his lips was from him kissing her, or from something Foxtrot was doing downstairs, but he didn’t care.


  Now his cock felt painfully hard, straining for freedom from his shorts, wanting to fuck. Her. Now.


  Right now.


  Right. Fucking. Now.


  Noooooowwwwww.


  He yanked off his T-shirt and shorts and threw himself into whatever this was with one hundred and ten percent effort. She wrapped her arms around him, her nails deliciously raking down his back when he cupped her breasts in his hands and started playing with her nipples.


  Soft, rhythmic gasps rolled from her. He suspected Foxtrot had her close to coming, but then she let out a cry of frustration as Foxtrot stood, her juices glistening on his chin and a smile on his face. “No, baby. Not yet.”


  Foxtrot grabbed her by the arm and helped her off the counter. Then he lay down on the floor, pulling her with him and positioning her on top of him sixty-nine.


  “Dude,” he said, pointing at the counter. “Lube and condoms. Come on, focus.” Then he pulled her down on top of him and her moan was muffled around his cock in her mouth.


  Kilo grabbed the items and circled around behind her, dropping to his knees. “Oh, baby.” He stroked her ass, sliding two fingers into her pussy and finger-fucking her, loving the way her hips flexed as she tried to keep them there when he withdrew them.


  He sucked his fingers clean, loving the taste of her already.


  Focus! Fucking!


  He opened the bottle of lube, drizzled it down the seam of her ass and over his fingers, and slowly started rubbing her rim with one finger.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Mm-hmm,” Foxtrot mumbled into Kyong’s pussy when she moaned again at the feel of Kilo’s fingers playing with her ass.


  Foxtrot was being frustrating, and she suspected he was doing it on purpose, not letting her get over the edge, slowing down every time she started to get even close to coming.


  Then Kilo worked the first finger into her rim. She froze, waiting, whining a little. Yes, it’d been a while, but she knew from experience if she waited, it would feel really good in a minute.


  That was when Foxtrot sucked on her clit and shot her into orbit, the sneaky bastard. She screamed around his cock, her hips now frantically fucking against Kilo’s hand and Foxtrot’s face, until Foxtrot grabbed her by the ass and dug his fingers in to hold on and hold her still.


  When the first orgasm started to ebb and she tried to wiggle away from Foxtrot’s atomically powered oral talents, he only dug in more with his fingers.


  And then Kilo played dirty, inserting two fingers from his other hand into her pussy and finger-fucking her with them.


  Explosion number two left her sobbing and wondering if she’d even survive the night at this rate. Holy hell, she’d never come this hard, this fast, this soon.


  Ever.


  And at some point, Kilo had snuck a second finger into her ass while she was coming.


  Foxtrot’s cock felt hard and hot against her tongue, but she really wasn’t giving him her best effort. She was far too distracted by what was going on at the other end of her body to be coordinated enough to give him a great blow job.


  When Kilo worked a third finger into her, Foxtrot had built her up almost into another orgasm, but left her hanging right on the edge. Kilo said, “That’s it,” and then both his hands disappeared.


  She let out a cry, of shock and interruption, but Foxtrot spun her around and had her kneeling over him seconds later.


  Damn. He’s…strong.


  “Stop complaining, baby,” he teased, “and put that cock inside you.”


  She did, realizing Kilo had washed his hands and was now rolling one of the condoms onto his cock. She slowly impaled herself on Foxtrot’s cock, savoring the feel of it. When she reached down to play with herself, he caught her hand and gave her a little tsk.


  “Not until we say so, baby.”


  Part of her wanted to smack the smile off his face, but something about the handsome, cocksure soldier had melted a cold, hard place in her heart in an entirely pleasant way.


  Kilo pushed her forward, the head of his condom-clad cock nudging at her ass, slowly pressing forward.


  Her eyes fell closed and she let out a little squeak, of shock, of desire, of delicious, biting pain she knew would be transforming into a whole lot of pleasure in very short order.


  “Oh, yeah,” Foxtrot said. “You haven’t ever been fucked the way or as good as we’re about to fuck you, baby. By the time we let you finally get some sleep tonight, you’re going to damn well know you’ve been fucked.” He grabbed her by the hair again and kissed her, hard, bruising. “Don’t know if you’re looking just for tonight or forever, but either way, this is a night you will never forget,” he promised.


  “Oh, holy hell,” Kilo muttered, “I won’t last. She feels too goddamned good.”


  “That’s okay, buddy,” Foxtrot assured him. “When we get done this time, we’re going to switch places and you can last longer in her pussy. I know I won’t last very long this time, either.”


  Kilo’s thighs pressed against her ass and he folded his body over hers, grabbing her, pulling her to her knees as Foxtrot smiled up at her.


  Foxtrot started playing with her clit, making her gasp as he lightly flicked it. “You ready to ride, baby?”


  She nodded, her head lolling back onto Kilo’s shoulder, but apparently that wasn’t the answer he wanted. He lightly tugged on her clit. “Use your words, big, bad pilot lady,” he teased. “Talk dirty to us. We like it.”


  She wasn’t even sure she could talk, but she tried. “Please, fuck me.”


  “Oh, better than that,” Kilo teased, nibbling on her ear.


  “Please, fuck my ass, fuck my cunt, make me come!”


  “Ooh, she used the c-word,” Kilo joked. “I think she means it.” He tipped her head back and kissed her.


  Foxtrot started playing with her clit again, this time meaning it. Kilo reached around her and cupped her breasts, rolling her nipples between his fingers.


  And it happened. She was glad for Kilo kissing her, because she grabbed him by the hair and screamed into his mouth as it felt like her nervous system exploded. She started rocking, back and forth on their cocks as her orgasm rolled on and on, like a Möbius strip of pleasure. No beginning, no end, eternal.


  The men were talking to her, coaxing her, urging her on, but she didn’t understand a single damn word they said. For the first time in she didn’t know how long, she felt alive and it consumed her.


  At some point she went limp, gasping for breath. Kilo lowered her onto Foxtrot and the two men took over, fucking her, their groans nearly simultaneous, blending and mixing together as their cocks exploded inside her body.


  They ended up on their sides in a tangle on the floor. As her brains slowly settled back into her head, she realized what she’d just done with them.


  Foxtrot tenderly cupped her cheeks in his palms and kissed her. “I’m sorry I triggered you that day, baby,” he softly said. “I didn’t mean to.”


  “Okay,” Kilo said from behind her. “Not that I’m complaining, but does one of you want to fill me in now, or after round two of fucking?”


  “Round two,” she hoarsely said, returning Foxtrot’s pleased smile.


  “Atta girl,” he said.


  They ended up in the shower for that one. After quickly rinsing off, she sucked Kilo’s cock, easily getting him hard again while Foxtrot proved to be self-rising and rolled a condom over his shaft.


  After Foxtrot had his cock completely fisted inside her ass, Kilo slid between her legs and she straddled him, filling her once again as the water sluiced down on them.


  This time it was Kilo’s fingers playing with her clit. It took a little longer for her to get over, but she enjoyed the climb there. The men managed to fuck one last little orgasm out of her after they started moving when she came, and a few minutes later they were all tangled together on the shower floor together.


  She didn’t know where the giggles came from. But when they started, they wouldn’t stop. She buried her face against Kilo’s chest and laughed, trying to muffle the sound so she didn’t wake half the building.


  If we haven’t already.


  That made her snort, which triggered another round of laughter.


  “I think we broke her,” Kilo joked, which set her off again.


  When she finally managed to calm down, she kissed Kilo, then Foxtrot. “Thank you, guys,” she softly said.


  “For what?” they asked.


  “This. Patience.”


  “I was promised an explanation,” Kilo said.


  Foxtrot got rid of the condom and helped her to her feet. Kilo stood, too, and gently sandwiched between the two men, with her head resting against Kilo’s chest, she told Kilo what had happened, and why.”


  “Oh, baby,” Kilo said when she finished. “Want me to beat him for you?”


  “No, no beating.” There was no denying having two guys like this was damn good. “I can’t promise you guys anything right now, okay?”


  Foxtrot stroked her back. “Just be honest with us. That’s all we ask.”


  “Then I can honestly say I would like to spend whatever’s left of the rest of the night cuddled with you two, if that’s okay?”


  “That,” Foxtrot said, “sounds like a great idea.”


  Chapter Twenty-One


  


  After their shower, they took Kyong to their room, pulled their bedrolls together, then left her there while they ran to her room and grabbed her gear for her. Fifteen minutes later, they were snuggled together and she felt herself drifting off to sleep.


  When she awoke the next morning with a start, she realized it was after dawn, which was unusual for her. She rarely overslept.


  And she was still snuggled between the two naked hunks.


  As she shifted position, she winced from the good kind of achey pains spread out across her body.


  Yep. Well, that happened.


  They even had the tattoos the other men did, the round, tribal monkey tat on their backs.


  “Hey,” Kilo sleepily muttered, kissing her. “Good morning.”


  “Man,” Foxtrot said, “what time is it? We’re going to get our asses chewed.”


  Kilo reached up and behind him, fumbled around, and came up with a watch. “No, we’re good. It’s 6:35. Five more minutes.” He snuggled against Kyong. “No time for a morning quickie, unfortunately.”


  “Damn,” Foxtrot grumbled before snuggling tightly against her, too.


  But now she was wide awake.


  Yet she couldn’t bring herself to break free of them and get up. It was nice not sleeping alone for a change. Five minutes later, both men stirred, sitting up and stretching, muscles rippling as they did.


  Wow.


  How had she not paid better attention to their physiques before?


  They each gave her a good-morning kiss before getting up. She decided she didn’t want to be alone in bed, and didn’t want to miss chow, so she got up, too.


  When the three of them walked into the dining room, several people swiveled their heads to look at them. Kyong instinctively shrank behind the two men, who closed ranks.


  “What?” Kilo finally asked.


  Papa laughed. “I’ve been presented with a request to make the showers off-limits to sexual activities between 22:00 and 05:00 hours every night. Thoughts?”


  Kyong closed her eyes, her face filling with heat.


  Dammit.


  The men, however, chuckled. “Sorry,” Kilo said, “but to any of the triads who added their two cents to that, I say, ‘Suck it up, buttercup.’ We’ve been rudely awakened plenty of times ourselves.”


  The room burst into laughter.


  “I’m keeping my mouth shut,” Doc said, lifting his coffee mug in salute to them. “Congratulations.”


  Papa started to add something to that when a faint, piercing alarm sounded from the direction of the lab. Doc and Clara, who’d also been eating, bolted from their seats and raced from the room.


  “Everyone stay here,” Papa said as he followed them.


  “Well, we can get food, can’t we?” Foxtrot muttered to Kilo.


  “I know I sure as hell am.”


  Kyong stayed close behind them as they walked into the kitchen. Pandora stood at the doorway, looking out. “What happened?”


  “Some alarm went off down in the lab,” Kyong said.


  “Oh.” Pandora returned to the stove, but from the look on her face, Kyong knew Pandora was now worried.


  She couldn’t imagine what the woman went through with not just one, but two guys who had medical backgrounds and spent a lot of time in the lab.


  Especially now with Korey in there.


  Twenty minutes later, Papa returned. “She coded, but they got her back,” he said. He walked over to Pandora, who stood leaning against the kitchen doorway. “Just routine, but both Doc and Tango will stay in there for ten hours. Okay?”


  She nodded and wordlessly turned, disappearing into the kitchen. He looked around and found Yankee and Oscar, the twins Kyong still couldn’t tell apart. “And Clara,” he said. All of them will stay there, just in case.


  “They exposed?” one of twins asked.


  “We don’t think so, but that’s why they’re all going to stay in there.”


  “I thought,” Chief said, “that we didn’t need to do the full time anymore. Q had that test.”


  “It’s just to make sure. Apparently they were trying to start another IV in her and blew a vein. Just a precaution.”


  Everyone went silent again for a moment.


  “This is farking crazy,” Uncle said. “Our unit’s entire medical staff is in that room with the only three people we absolutely know for damn sure are still alive off The List. Why didn’t we po-clo that crazy woman, again?”


  “Because we need her to find a vaccine,” Papa said, now looking and sounding incredibly weary. “Q said they’ve been drawing a lot of blood from her for test samples, and to store for future use, and thinks they let her blood pressure get too low. That her electrolytes might have gotten out of whack. They’re going to keep her lightly sedated and have put an NG-tube in for now to feed her and keep her alive.”


  “Wow,” Uncle snarked. “And we’re the good guys.”


  “We do what we have to do,” Kyong said, surprising herself when she spoke up. “I lost my crew in El Segundo,” she said. “Because of this Kite shit. A lot of people died there. Fucking Barstow. So yeah, I’m good with keeping a woman alive who might be the answer to this mess, because don’t forget she would have gone out and spread this shit all over the place if it hadn’t been for you guys figuring it out. She isn’t one of the good guys, not anymore, even if it wasn’t by choice or design on her part. She might not be the brightest bulb on the branch, but her condition is Reverend Silo’s fault, and don’t you forget it.”


  She had used her reading time the afternoon before to bring herself up to speed on Reverend Hannibal Silo’s Church of the Rising Sunset.


  She would admit she wasn’t a religious person, but she’d sat through her share of services of different denominations in her time in the military. He wasn’t running a church, he was running a cult. It didn’t matter how mainstream he tried to pretend he was, it was still a cult when you took into consideration all his behind-the-scenes bullshit.


  “Okay,” Papa said. “We’re on the same team. For today, I want watches posted, but everything else is on hold. Take a breather, folks. I think we all need it.”


  Despite their new status, none of the three of them were really in the mood to be frisky just yet. After breakfast, they returned to what was now their shared quarters and straightened everything up, getting their gear in order and sorted from the previous night’s hurried move.


  She felt the tension throughout the building. Unlike the simple precaution of the men going through decon procedures after finding Korey and bringing her in, they knew this was more serious.


  By lunchtime, everyone was still testing clear in the lab—other than Korey, of course. Because of the direct blood contact, even though just on gloves, Q wanted to err on the side of caution.


  At eight hours, Q went ahead and called them clear and let them out of the lab. Kyong watched as Pandora threw herself at her two men once they were out in the hallway, hugging and kissing them before the three of them disappeared up to their room.


  “She’s had more than her fair share of waiting,” Kilo said as he watched them go from where they sat in the common room area.


  “How so?” Kyong asked.


  “First Tango, back in Australia. Then Doc a few weeks ago getting sick. Then Tango the other day after we brought Korey in, even though we all knew that was just to make sure. Then that. Surprised she isn’t half out of her mind from all that stress.”


  Foxtrot laughed. “She’s with a pair of Drunk Monkeys. She’d have to be half out of her mind to start with.”


  “Well, I have her beat, Kyong said. “I’m a pilot. I’m already half out of my mind. And that’s before I met you two.”


  


  * * * *


  


  After dinner that night, the three of them returned to their room and settled in. Kyong didn’t want to just go to sleep without taking advantage of their new status.


  She grabbed Kilo and kissed him, grinding her hips against him.


  “Oh, baby wants to play,” Foxtrot teased.


  “A little,” she agreed. “Not like last night. I need time to recover from that.”


  Both men frowned. “We didn’t hurt you, did we?” Kilo asked.


  “No, didn’t mean it like that. I’ve got the good kinds of aches today,” she said. “Promise.”


  The men rolled her onto her back and kissed her, working their way down her body. “Then lie back and let us do the work,” Kilo said before burying his face in her pussy.


  She wasn’t about to argue with him. Foxtrot played with her nipples, back and forth, sucking on them and teasing them into tight peaks with his fingers.


  And when the first orgasm hit her, she made sure to keep her mouth firmly closed, softly moaning against her hand as Kilo held on to her thighs and wouldn’t stop what he was doing until he’d pulled a second one out of her, too.


  Breathless, she stared at the men as they sat up, satisfied smiles on their faces and their cocks ready to play. “What?” she asked. “Why do you two look so smug?”


  “Because,” Foxtrot said, “We’re going to do our best to give you at least two every time we’re together. One for each of us. You’ll never have to worry about not getting enough from this point on.”


  She didn’t even feel like adding the caveat, “Unless I decide not to make it permanent.”


  Tonight, she didn’t want to think like that. Today’s events were a reminder how short life was, and it was stupid to deny her or them this pleasure that the three of them obviously enjoyed.


  Deserved.


  Foxtrot knelt over her, his cock dangling over her mouth, while Kilo slid between her legs and buried his cock in her cunt.


  She looked up and caught Foxtrot’s gaze, holding it as she opened wide and stuck her tongue out at him playfully.


  His smile, so handsomely different from that first afternoon on the tarmac by the plane when she’d dressed him down. And again in the truck that day.


  She never wanted to be the reason he looked like that again.


  Oh, shit.


  Maybe she was already falling for them.


  Shoving that thought out of her brain, she sucked on his cock as he lowered it between her lips. Down below, Kilo had started a slow, sweet, deep rhythm with his cock, plowing her in a way she wasn’t entirely sure might not just get her over again if he kept it up long enough.


  And when he reached up and started playing with her sensitive nipples, that tipped her over the edge.


  Foxtrot started fucking her mouth. “Oh, baby. I heard you come.”


  “Yeah, she did,” Kilo said, also speeding up now. “Got one last one out of you, didn’t we?”


  Maybe it didn’t matter how they’d gotten together. What mattered was they wanted her there, and they wanted to be there with her.


  Life is short.


  Foxtrot’s cock hardened. “Get ready, baby,” he said. “Swallow every drop for me.”


  She drained him dry, every last drop of cum his balls pumped out going right down her throat.


  Kilo quickly followed, emptying himself inside her pussy.


  And when they snuggled her between them, all three sated and content, she knew this was exactly where she wanted to be.


  The future could take care of itself.


  For now, she was happy to let go and let the men carry her along while they did what they did best, which was try to fix the world.


  If they managed to fix her broken heart in the process, she’d consider it a bonus.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kyong had been an item with Foxtrot and Kilo a week when the group caught wind of more trouble in the Seattle area. There’d been a small protest near City Hall that turned violent, fifteen people killed and dozens more injured when some idiot plowed a car through the crowd. Then the driver was killed by the mob, and police had to tear gas everyone to get them to disperse so they could reach the wounded and dying.


  The good news was that Q and Sin thought they might have achieved a breakthrough identifying some of the protein chains with the strain of Kite that Korey had. A couple of their early tests looked promising that they might have found the necessary antibodies needed to combat a broad range of the virus strains. They had a few more tests to run, including Canuck taking another trip over to the lab her friend worked at to have her verify the findings.


  Papa called a meeting that evening after chow to discuss things when once again they heard alarms go off in the lab.


  This time, it was Sin and Tango who bolted down the corridor. Doc, Q, and Annie had already been pulling a shift in the lab. Papa followed them to wait outside the door and get word.


  Silence descended over the room as the minutes ticked by. Finally, nearly an hour later, they heard the lab door open and a male voice speak with Papa.


  He returned looking grim, everyone’s focus on him.


  “She died. She coded and they couldn’t get her back. As grisly as this sounds, they’re draining her blood, taking the samples that they’ll need, and then they’ll get her packaged in a couple of body bags. There’s an incinerator for medical wastes over at the lab where Canuck’s friend works. We’ll take her there. No questions that way.”


  No one spoke.


  Kyong looked around. “I’ll say it if no one else will. It’s a shame she had to die, but at least she did it for a good cause, instead of just disappearing into the tunnels and never coming out again. She didn’t know she was being used. She was a trusting person who believed the crap she was told. She might not have been one of the good guys, but that doesn’t make her a bad person.”


  “No, it doesn’t,” Papa agreed. “All right, we’ll deal with this, and then, tomorrow, I’ll call a meeting and the countdown starts for when we’re bugging out of here and heading to Florida. Dismissed.”


  Kyong sat there not wanting to move, still processing.


  Kilo stroked her shoulder. “You all right?”


  “Just thinking she was luckier than a lot of people. Maybe her family doesn’t know what happened to her, but someone does. And she didn’t die in vain.”


  “You’re right,” Foxtrot said.


  “Can we go up to the roof for a little while?” she asked.


  “Sure,” Kilo said.


  They pulled plastic chairs together and stared at the ghostly summit of Mt. Rainier softly glowing in the distance, the last strains of the sun bouncing off the clouds, which in turn caught the snowpack at the top.


  “Florida doesn’t have mountains,” she softly said.


  Foxtrot snorted. “Tell me about it.”


  “Are you all right?” Kilo asked her.


  “No.” She took a deep breath. “But maybe I will be again one day.” She laced fingers with both of them and stared out at Mt. Rainier. “I know I want to be all right, but I’m not even sure I know what that means anymore.”


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  


  Jerald finally returned home a little before 11:00 p.m. and locked his condo door securely after him.


  Maybe it was simple paranoia on his part, but he thought he’d sensed a shift in the reverend’s attitude toward him over the past couple of weeks. Especially in the last several days.


  I hope he doesn’t think I’m trying to derail our plans.


  Yes, they were having an unusually bad string of luck. But it wasn’t as if he had control over the events.


  Okay, yes, he’d been short-sighted on the security for the Preachsearch Project, but having armed guards and forcibly keeping the volunteers locked in the facility would have raised more questions than there would have been benefits. He’d own up to that.


  But he never anticipated the one guy’s sister trying to get her brother out of the program. That wasn’t his fault.


  Neither was the earthquake in LA that forced the team there to leave before being able to find out where the Drunk Monkeys had been hiding.


  Should be called the Rancid Rats the way they scurry around. Or the Coddled Cockroaches.


  The last thing he could afford at this point would be to lose his position of trust with Silo. Yes, he’d siphoned off enough money over the years he could leave if he had to, but the world was in terrible shape. His best chance for survival lay with remaining secure in Reverend Silo’s shadow, on the front lines of rebuilding the country from the ground up and able to have first access to the Kite vaccine when it was developed.


  If he had to strike out on his own, it’d be expensive. He preferred not to take that route…unless forced to.


  Their research team in St. Louis couldn’t be pushed any harder or faster than they already were. It wasn’t like they had control over the situation, any more than he had control over some of the things that had happened thus far to derail their plans.


  Maybe it was time to speed up their timeline in the Northeast. He’d thought to delay the widespread distribution of Kite the drug there for another few weeks, but the virus was already beginning to organically transmit throughout the population. Due to the logistics, the CDC had been able to keep a tight lid on any news getting out about the virus, or the previous Kite overdoses.


  How much longer they could do so remained to be seen.


  Or, perhaps I should just keep my head down, focus on the reverend’s more personal plans, and put my full energies into those to show him how faithful I am to his success.


  Frankly, he thought what the reverend had planned was distasteful, but he wasn’t in possession of a uterus, so he wouldn’t worry about it too much. The girls Silo had selected as his final choices were all over eighteen, or would be shortly, before he…whatever Silo wanted to call it. Consummated. Deflowered.


  Whatever. He didn’t agree with it, but he’d never tell Silo that. He hadn’t kept his position as long as he had by not picking and choosing his battles carefully. If the reverend wanted to father babies with a bunch of women, he wouldn’t say a word about it. Wasn’t like they were being abducted or anything.


  He pulled a beer out of the fridge and twisted the cap off. Something a lot of people couldn’t afford anymore, it was just one more item on his usual shopping list. He took a long pull from the bottle, the cold, sharp taste filling his senses. He didn’t have one every day, liked to space them out.


  Alcohol would have to be something he made sure they took care of in the strongholds. It would be both a welcomed treat, and a way to reward loyalty. Depending on how desperate things got outside the walls, it could easily be used as a form of barter, too. They might even need to look at brewing moonshine for alternative fuel sources.


  You couldn’t deny the people that. They’d have to carefully watch them, though, to make sure there wasn’t an explosion of alcoholism.


  He thought about that and grabbed his phone, activating the voice notes feature. “Make sure general residents are screened for drug addiction and alcoholism before confirming their residency status. Exemptions for elected and appointed government officials. Plan for intervention and drug-slash-alcoholism treatment.” He hit pause and thought for a moment. “Confidential disposal contingency plans for people who fail all intervention methods.”


  He set his phone on the counter and took another long swallow from his bottle. He probably should stock up on some good wines, liquors, things like that. He didn’t drink anything other than the occasional beer or hard cider. But it could come in handy as a bribe or trade.


  Jerald would be set up in St. Louis, in the same condo building as the reverend. The reverend would have the penthouse, both for living quarters and his private office. Jerald’s condo would be on the floor below him, as would his office, the reverend’s daily office, and the administrative assistants’.


  The St. Louis stronghold was the gem of them all. It would be their world headquarters, and their base of operations once things settled down, the Kite vaccine was finalized and distributed, and was where the scientists were based anyway. Their network would broadcast from there with their new, state-of-the-art, satellite-linked facility.


  They’d probably have the only network on the air if things went downhill too far.


  Which wouldn’t hurt their feelings at all.


  All Silo, all the time.


  Jerald would never admit it to anyone, but the politics were irrelevant to him. Each side had their points and drawbacks. Each side thought they were right.


  Money and power were his main concerns. With those, he’d be okay.


  And as long as he kept Silo happy and kept proving his value to the man, he shouldn’t have any problems. He had no desire to be in charge. One didn’t need to be in charge to be in power, and how well he knew that.


  He was content to let Silo be in charge, be the face of the new America. He was happy to stay in the shadows, a nameless, faceless person.


  It meant even more power for him in the long run.


  Once they sealed the gates on the stronghold in St. Louis, he would think about finding himself a woman to settle down with. There would be plenty of eligible women, smart women, qualified women with skills and education, and likely money of their own.


  He was forty-nine, and had dated off and on over the years, but never wanted to let anyone stay long enough to become permanent. He didn’t need the distraction, and didn’t need anyone trying to latch onto him yet and think they had a right to take credit for anything he’d done thus far.


  Then there was the fact that they might have had a problem with how much extra time he devoted to work and to being at Silo’s beck and call.


  But he’d reaped the rewards of that thus far.


  Waiting a little longer to decide on a wife wouldn’t hurt him. He could relax for a while, content to manage things for the reverend from their secure, well-guarded office, insulated from the troubles of the world.


  Insulated from the death, violence, and anarchy that would no doubt engulf much of the nation before they were able to step in and provide guidance and relief to those who’d listen and agree to follow Silo.


  The faithful.


  The gullible.


  He finished his beer and rinsed the bottle before dropping it in the recycling bin under his sink. Tomorrow he had several calls to make to his contacts in DC, people he needed to stay in close touch with at this time. Not just to find out information from them, although that was one of the reasons.


  But to also make sure they were still playing ball with them, on the same page and understanding that it was in their best interests to remain loyal to Reverend Hannibal Silo.


  Especially now.


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  


  With the Seattle area growing increasingly unstable, Papa didn’t want to wait until the point of no return to cement their future plans. The next afternoon, he called a group meeting for everyone except the scientists working in the lab.


  “So Florida, here we come,” he announced, his focus on Kyong. “I suspect we’re going to need at least one refueling stop between here and there. I’ll get with Bubba and arrange that.”


  “Where?”


  “I’ll take care of it, don’t worry.”


  “I’ll kind of need to know the coordinates so I can plan.”


  “You’ll have them, don’t worry. Filing a flight plan for this trip won’t be an issue.”


  “Are we flying into a base in Florida?”


  “Not at first, no.”


  “So where the hell am I supposed to land the Panda if we’re trying to keep this a secret mission?” she asked. “I can’t just drop that bird onto some backyard landing strip or cow pasture. It’s forgiving, but not that forgiving. I need a level surface. And it doesn’t stop on a dime. Also, turning it around is an issue if I don’t have the space. Not like you can call AAA to come tow your cargo plane out of a ditch.”


  Papa turned to Uni. “Would you like to do the honors?”


  The man looked like he was about ready to pop a gasket. His grin broadened. “You’ll have Victor, Zed, and Echo as your flight crew, obviously.”


  She felt a little pang that Foxtrot and Kilo weren’t included in that official crew manifest, but she didn’t interrupt him.


  “I’ve got you miles and miles of landing strip,” Uni said. “Perfectly straight, and in the middle of nowhere. You’re going to land, we’ll offload the RV, personnel, and our stuff, and boogie to our next hideout. Meanwhile, you’ll lift off again. Won’t even have to turn around.”


  “Lift off for where?”


  “Ft. Myers,” he said, pointing at the map. “The old international airport there. No landing lights, but the runway is still intact and you’ll be hitting it during daytime. General aviation use now, but it was built to handle heavies, back when it was still functioning as an international airport.”


  “And then…what? We just leave her there unguarded?” That thought rankled Kyong to her core. Three good people died. She didn’t want the plane to sit and rot.


  Not when it was all she had left of them.


  “No, you refuel there,” Papa said. “Not a full load, just enough. You’ll turn around and fly up to MacDill and park her. She’s been listed as scheduled for a full overhaul, with maintenance and mods. Kilo will drive and pick you all up from there.”


  Something possessive flared deep inside her. No, technically the Panda was the property of the US Military.


  But she was still her bird.


  “Why? She doesn’t need it. She’s sound. She got me here, didn’t she?”


  “There are some modifications we need made to her,” Papa said. “On the books, it’s going to be run through as an official job, direct orders from General Arliss. The mods should only take a couple of weeks and then you can pick her up again.”


  She tamped down on her anger. “She’s still our bird?”


  “She’s still our bird,” Papa assured her. “Arliss is working on the paperwork now. He’s still not sure if there are any other moles he needs to worry about. But because of his history with Mal, he made it look, officially, at least, like he pulled in an orphaned pilot and assigned you to a logistics division down there.”


  “Let me guess, something that only exists on paper.”


  “As of about twelve hours ago,” Papa confirmed. “Congratulations.” He smiled. “The mods will happen. Newer engines, better avionics, some improvements to the airframe and interior. If we need to bug out of Florida, we can load up the mobile lab and head out. But on paper she looks legit, meaning you can stop anywhere for refueling and you won’t have to answer any uncomfortable questions.”


  “You still haven’t told me where I’m landing to drop all of you off,” she reminded Uni.


  The man nearly giggled as he zoomed on in the map displayed on the tablet. “Alligator Alley,” he said. “This strip of I-75 is flat, there aren’t any light poles to interfere with the wings, and it’s wide enough for a landing. Nothing but sawgrass flats on either side.”


  She stared at him for a moment, shocked into silence. “You saying you want me to land a C-160 Zeus on a farking road?”


  “Not a road, an Interstate highway,” Uni said, looking a little less sure of himself now. “Bubba went over it with a fine-toothed comb on sat pics. Even sent a drone over it. It’s perfect. It’s wide enough.”


  “You can’t do it?” Papa asked, looking concerned.


  She snorted. “Oh, I can thread that needle, I was just confirming you all are as farking crazy as I thought you were.”


  “Crazier,” Foxtrot assured her.


  “Much crazier,” Kilo agreed.


  


  * * * *


  


  Even crazier, the old municipal airport in Venice, to the north of their new hideout on a barrier island just west of Cape Coral, was still in service. Including two runways that were plenty long enough to launch and land the Panda, and with fuel to service it. Once the mods were finished at MacDill, she’d pick up the Panda and fly her there. And she’d pick up a small Derring 82X, which could take off and land on water or terra firma and carry up to eight passengers and some cargo. It’d be their go-to fast transport to and from their island to Venice, putting some safe but still workable distance between their hideout and their airborne lifeline.


  And, as she thought about it, she realized it was probably the best idea she’d ever heard.


  They could still move things back and forth to their new hideout by boat or vehicle, depending on the tides, a barrier island that was a former NOAA scientific research station decommissioned a few years earlier after budget cuts. Over a century ago it had been populated with high-dollar homes, until a hurricane came through and wiped them off the land. The government claimed eminent domain, forcibly bought out all the homes to keep from having to pay repeated FEMA claims and litigate lawsuits against insurance companies, and deemed it federal recreation land. Once the science station was built, which had also been used as a black ops base for missions in the Caribbean, access to the island had been restricted to personnel only.


  If it looked like things were getting dicey and their location might be compromised, Kyong could grab the Panda, meet them at the Ft. Myers airport, and then take off hot and heavy from there to several intermediate hideaways in Florida and Georgia. From decommissioned bases, to abandoned or barely used airstrips, to black ops stations that the locals didn’t even know were there, the Panda’s ability to take off and land on less than perfectly groomed airstrips, much like its ancestor, the old C-130, meant they’d have a lot more freedom of movement.


  Hopefully, this would be the unit’s last group move for a while. They could run missions from their new home base without risking giving away their position. With winter setting in, they’d be better off in Florida than anywhere else in the lower forty-eight. And they wouldn’t have to worry about hurricanes until next summer, if the current weather trends held steady.


  “This is going to be a lot of farking work,” she muttered, apparently not as much under her breath as she’d intended.


  Omega laughed out loud. “This ain’t nothing. We’ve done more complicated stuff in our sleep and half drunk.”


  “Or even completely drunk,” Echo added.


  Sharon, a civvie friend of Chief’s who’d tagged along with them to get out of California, spoke up. “I’ve got a niece in Orlando. I know you don’t need extra weight dragging you guys down. If you don’t mind, I’ll part ways with you all when we get there.”


  Chief started to speak up, but Sharon quieted her. “I’m an old woman,” she said. “The only reason I hadn’t retired yet was boredom, and I needed the money. I’m ready to settle down. Last year after the anthrax attack, she’d said I could come move in with her if I wanted to get away from California. At the time, I said no. Maybe it’s time I take her up on it.”


  Another guy, Mike, who’d been one of Chief’s deputies, raised his hand like a kid in a classroom. He was young, barely out of the police academy when everything went to hell in California. Kyong had noticed his main job seemed to be standing watch in the garage during the daytime.


  Papa nodded to him, amusement on his face. “Yes?”


  “I’m not military. I’ll pull my weight while I’m here, but if it’s all the same to you guys, I’d rather end my ride in Florida, too. I have some family around Tampa. I…I would have left California last year after the anthrax attacks, but I couldn’t afford it. I only took the job with the department because I needed one. I didn’t really want to be a cop.”


  “Fair enough,” Papa said. “No one here will judge you for that, and we appreciate your help so far.”


  Kyong wondered if Mal ever thought about retiring and realized if he had connections with General Arliss, he probably didn’t need to worry about his future. If the man wanted to change posts, he’d probably be relocated by the end of the next day, if not sooner.


  “So that trims things a little,” Papa said to Omega. “You, Kilo, and Uni go on ahead and prepare things down there.”


  “What’s our timeframe?” Omega asked.


  “ASAP. I want to shut this operation down and be moved out in seven days or sooner. With things getting dicey, and medical supplies an issue, I don’t want to risk hanging around and getting caught here like we did in California. The situation is too fluid, and we’re too top-heavy now to be able to bug-out on a moment’s notice. Especially from here. Lima, get Bubba on the horn and arrange immediate transport for them from McChord to where they need to go.”


  The man stood. “Roger roger.” He left the room.


  Omega indicated Sharon and Mike. “I’ll get them a vehicle and have it ready when everyone else lands. They can load up and drive away from there and head to their parts unknown.”


  “Make sure we get them hooked up with Bubba, too, so he can take care of them.”


  “Roger roger.”


  Sharon clapped Mike on the shoulder. “My niece is young, single, and not bad looking,” she teased. “I’m sure she wouldn’t mind you hanging out for a few days…or longer.”


  He blushed. “I’m going to need to find a new job.”


  “All the more reason to stick with me, kid,” the older woman said, hooking an arm through his. “Don’t worry. We’ll get through this.”


  “I’m sorry,” Mike said to Chief. “I feel like I’m letting you down.”


  Kyong watched as the woman hugged the guy. “Hey, you did great. You were there when we really needed you the most, you helped hold things together, and you’ve been honest. I can’t ask for more than that. You have nothing to be ashamed of.”


  If Kyong hadn’t already respected the woman, that would have cemented it. Kyong could tell the kid—and that’s basically what he was—didn’t have the constitution for what they were doing. Not that she was much better, but as a pilot and career officer, she had training to get her through the white-knuckle times, both in the air and on the ground.


  He was better off somewhere safe, out of harm’s way, and not in a position to be a liability to them at some future time.


  “I guess that means I need to prep the Panda to fly a long-haul,” she said.


  “You also need to wrap up training your new crew,” Papa said. “You all have your orders. Prepare to leave ASAP, just in case. But if everything goes according to plan, we’ll leave here a week from today.”


  Kilo wrapped his arms around Kyong from behind. “Guess if I’m leaving tomorrow,” he said, “I should make good use of my time tonight since Foxtrot will get to bogart you all week.”


  “Hey,” Foxtrot complained. “You were the one who suggested Florida.


  “Oh,” Papa said. “Captain Tran, a moment alone, please.”


  She pulled away from her men, leaving them standing there in the dining room as she followed Papa into the room that was doing double-duty as his office and his shared quarters with Alpha.


  They were alone.


  “Close the door,” he said.


  She did.


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  


  Alone in the office with Papa, she waited for him to speak.


  He finally drew in a long breath. “There’s no easy way to say this, so as officer to officer, I’m just going to say it. Bubba got back to me with information about your brother’s death.”


  She was glad there was a chair along the wall, because she pretty much fell into it. “And?”


  “We’d learned about what’s going on in New York while we were in Colima,” he said “Kite drug deaths being listed as ‘heroin-beta overdoses’ to keep it out of the press.”


  “So he wasn’t a heroin junkie.” Sadness and relief and a bit of vindication swept through her. “I don’t understand why he’d be on Kite, though. He wasn’t doing drugs.”


  “Well, it looks like your brother might have been using a low-cost health clinic that popped up for a few weeks in Manhattan, associated with…”


  She looked up and realized he was waiting for her to fill in the blank. “The Church of the Rising Sunset?”


  He touched his nose.


  “They got him hooked on it.” She closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the wall. “I knew it,” she said. “I knew he wasn’t a junkie.”


  Part of her wanted to cry. Part of her wanted to laugh.


  The rest of her wanted to scream and cut to the head of the “Kill Hannibal Silo” line so she could rip the fucker limb from limb.


  She finally opened her eyes again. “I don’t understand how he got on that damn stuff. He wasn’t a junkie. I know he wasn’t.”


  “Bubba’s still trying to find records for us,” Papa said. “But it’s highly addictive. They might have told him it was medicine, vitamins, anything. Whatever they needed to tell him. Looks like New York was one of their first guinea pig sites for Kite the drug before they set up the Los Angles Preachsearch Project.”


  “Which we still can’t officially tie directly back to Silo, can we?”


  “Actually, we can. We have more than enough circumstantial evidence to make it clear in my mind. Would it convince a jury?” He seemed to consider it. “Depends on how good his lawyers are, but I’d say probably.”


  “Probably pretty good lawyers.”


  “Yeah, but it’s compelling evidence.”


  “Please tell Bubba thank you,” she said, dragging herself to her feet. “I appreciate it.”


  “Sorry I didn’t have better news for you.”


  “No, at least it’s better than the version I was given.”


  When she opened the door, Kilo and Foxtrot were hovering just outside, waiting for her. Part of her wanted to laugh, the other part wanted to cry.


  They didn’t pester her for information. She’d give them credit for that. She waited until they were behind the safely closed door of their quarters to reveal to them what Papa had said.


  Sitting on the bedroll, she started pulling off her boots. “I really want to drop a nuke on top of that fucker,” she muttered.


  “I guess you mean Silo?” Kilo asked.


  He wore a cute smirk. “Not Papa,” she said.


  “Take a number,” Foxtrot said. “I think we all want a piece of that guy now.”


  “The deeper we dig,” Kilo said, “the more shit we find. Just when I think the guy’s plumbed the depths of being an asshole, we discover something else.”


  She flopped back on the bedroll. “What possesses a human being to come up with these kinds of schemes? Seriously, can’t we develop some sort of personality test and take them out of the gene pool before they reach adulthood?”


  “Let’s just hope the eggheads develop a broad-spectrum vaccine for Kite,” Foxtrot said. “Or else survival of the fittest might become the law of the world in a very short time.”


  Kilo stretched out next to her. “Need some mental distraction?”


  She reached up and stroked his rugged jaw, evening stubble coarsely rasping against her fingers. His blue gaze pierced through her, apparently seeing things she didn’t even know about herself. How else could she explain how either of them had worked their way inside her heart?


  She tipped her head back so she could look into Foxtrot’s face. He’d settled on the other side of her on the bedroll. Dark brown eyes, his skin lickable caramel, salty sweet. The three of them were a study in contrasts in multiple ways. Physically, emotionally, and professionally.


  Foxtrot grinned. “I can beg you to order us to ravish you…ma’am.”


  She rolled over, planting a splayed hand in the middle of his chest. Catching him off guard, she was able to shove him down onto the bedroll and swing one leg over him, straddling him.


  She poked him in the chest. “Do…not…call…me…ma’am.”


  His grin broadened. “Yes…sir?”


  He laughed as he caught her wrists when she tried to pummel him. “Hey, Kilo, help me out here, buddy.”


  Of course she wasn’t seriously trying to beat him. But it felt good to hear somebody laugh for a change. Too damn long since that had happened.


  Kilo let out a melodramatic sigh and sat up, straddling Foxtrot’s legs and settling behind her, wrapping his arms around her and grabbing her wrists. As he pulled her arms back, stretching her out against his body, Foxtrot started unbuttoning her shirt.


  Kilo nuzzled his face against the side of her neck, his lips by her ear. “I’m going to miss you while I’m gone.”


  All the fight, even the playful fight, drained out of her. She pressed her back against his chest, tipping her face to his. “I’m going to miss you, too.”


  He kissed her while Foxtrot continued unbuttoning her shirt, pulling the tails from her trousers and lifting her undershirt. Tomorrow it would just be her and Foxtrot, and her focus would be on trying to finish getting her new crew up to speed on the Panda while prepping it for the journey.


  Tonight, for a few more hours at least, she could sink into a delicious deniability that there wasn’t a real and deadly world out there, one which could forever rip them apart without notice.


  Kilo released her wrists and helped Foxtrot pull her shirt and undershirt up and off her, discarding them next to the bedroll. Their hands roamed her body as Kilo started kissing her again, desperate, deeply, his unspoken emotions flooding through lips and breath and telling her what she needed to hear.


  He didn’t want to leave her, but the mission came first.


  Foxtrot started working on her belt and trousers next, Kilo allowing her to stand to shove them down her legs and step out of them before pulling her back down in front of him, on top of Foxtrot.


  Beneath her, through his trousers, she felt Foxtrot’s hard bulge pressing against her pussy. Against the seam of her ass behind her she felt Kilo’s equally hard bulge insistently making its presence known. Kilo’s hands slid up her body and cupped her breasts while Foxtrot began playing with her clit. Closing her eyes, she leaned back against Kilo, her head on his shoulder and letting him support her, giving herself over to the sensations and trying to keep her mind anchored there, with them, in the moment.


  “Just relax,” Kilo whispered in her ear. “Let go.”


  She felt the warmth of their bodies through the fabric of their clothes, their hard angles and sculpted muscles just below the surface. All her life, she knew her parents loved her, but she and Tuan both had been trained, conditioned, to stand alone, stand strong, and never lean. Work hard, work harder, work hardest.


  Play was for the weak, for those who didn’t care enough about standing strong.


  Never show weakness, always move forward, never look back.


  It was time for her to admit that not only was that rigid life view not working for her any longer, but that she wasn’t happy.


  Not until these two swept her off her feet.


  Men strong enough to stand with her, behind her, or in front of her, wherever she needed them. Men who were happy to let her be who she needed to be yet were there and ready to help keep her going.


  Who wanted to bring balance to her life not because she needed them or they needed her, but because they wanted to be there.


  As her desire grew under Foxtrot’s skilled fingers, getting her wet, making her clit throb, Kilo’s hands disappeared from her breasts and slid down to her waist. He guided her forward, until she knelt over Foxtrot’s face.


  Foxtrot’s fingers left her clit and clamped down around her hips, pulling her cunt onto his mouth with a moan of pleasure from both of them.


  Kilo disappeared for only a moment, then returned, his warm body no longer clothed. He gently pushed her forward a little, until she was bracing herself on her arms on the bedroll. Then she felt him swipe his cock through her pussy lips before easing the head inside her.


  Her head dropped forward, eyes squeezed shut as her orgasm slammed into her.


  “That’s it,” Kilo said. “Let him suck you off while I work my cock into you, baby.”


  She didn’t know if it was a series of explosions, or one long, rolling orgasm washing through her while Foxtrot licked and sucked on her clit. Meanwhile, Kilo still slowly eased his cock inside her, taking his time, filling her.


  This was perfection. This was what she needed. They were what she needed. Life was short and brutal and meant to be enjoyed, if you could tease any fun out of it.


  She didn’t want her last conscious thought to be filled with regrets over the chances she didn’t take.


  When Kilo had his cock worked all the way inside her, his hands stroked her back before settling on her waist. “Okay, baby,” he said, his voice strained. “Let’s take a ride.”


  She couldn’t move much, with Foxtrot’s fingers clamped around her hips and his mouth latched onto her clit, but she slowly started rocking as Kilo began fucking her. Then Foxtrot’s hands released her hips and he reached up to her breasts. As he started playing with her nipples, gently pinching them, it triggered another orgasm.


  Kilo moaned. “Oh, baby. Damn. You do that again, I’m going to blow my load.”


  This was heaven. Pleasure rolled through her and she didn’t care who could hear her as she ground her face against Foxtrot’s mouth and let out cries of passion. Kilo started fucking her harder and faster, burying his cock deep inside her pussy at the bottom of every stroke, filling her, driving her closer toward yet another orgasm.


  Everything blurred into one small and condensed universe that ended outside the reach of her men’s arms, their bodies, everything about them.


  This wasn’t just sex, this was making love, and she loved everything about them.


  That thought tipped her over the edge again. Kilo pounded his cock into her, faster, catching up and then letting out a groan of his own as he fell still buried deep inside her.


  Kilo wrapped his arms around her and pulled her up, against him, nuzzling her neck. “Love you, baby,” he whispered. “If you remember nothing else, remember that.”


  “Love you, too.”


  She felt Foxtrot pat her on the thigh. “Dude, move,” Foxtrot said, his words muffled by her pussy. “Your balls are touching my chin. I love you, but not like that.”


  She laughed as she and Kilo fell over sideways, off Foxtrot and onto the bedroll. He sat up and grinned at her, wiping her juices off his chin before pinning her between his arms and kissing her. “Don’t move,” he said as he sat up and quickly unfastened his trousers, shoving them and his briefs down his hips. Like that, he grabbed his cock and slid home inside her.


  She wrapped her arms and legs around him, his gaze boring down into hers. “Love you so much,” he said, slowly fucking her. “Never loved anyone like I love you.” Then he kissed her before she could respond, his hips pistoning his cock deep and hard and fast, every stroke hitting her sensitive, swollen clit.


  She didn’t think she’d come again, but she did, a sweet, fluttering orgasm that was more than enough to satisfy Foxtrot. He quit holding back, his satisfied moan rolling from deep inside him as he took a few last strokes and fell still inside her with her body wrapped around his.


  He buried his face in the crook of her neck as she stroked his back, his hair. “Love you, too,” she said.


  Kilo stretched out alongside her, capturing one of her hands and lacing his fingers through hers. He brought it up to his lips and feathered kisses across her flesh. “Let’s let him get naked and get you snuggled between us so we can all get some sleep,” he said, the voice of reason. “I would love to spend all night making you scream our names, but you have important stuff to do tomorrow, and no telling when I’ll get a chance to sleep again.”


  Foxtrot finally sat up, untangling himself from her. He was naked seconds later, his warmth completing the cocoon of them around her. After kissing them both good night, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to go to sleep right away, but then she was crashing hard and deep into a dreamless slumber.


  


  * * * *


  


  The next morning, she was awakened by Kilo trying to slip out of bed without waking her or Foxtrot. She reached for and found his hand, tugging on it.


  He leaned in and kissed her. “Good morning,” he whispered. “I need to grab a shower.”


  “Not without me.” She eased away from Foxtrot and found his T-shirt from the night before. Pulling it on, it fell past her hips.


  Hell, wasn’t like any of the men in the group hadn’t seen a naked woman before.


  She grabbed her kit and a towel and followed Kilo into the bathroom. When he started the water, she stripped off the T-shirt and pressed her body against his back. He smiled at her in the mirror, where he was trying to shave. “You could have slept in a little.”


  She peeked over his shoulder. “I know. I didn’t want to.”


  His smile faded. He put down the electric razor and turned to her, holding her. “I’ll come back. Or rather, you guys will join us.”


  “You can’t promise that.”


  He tipped her chin up to his face and kissed her, long and sweet. “I promise I’ll do my damnedest, as long as you do, too. How’s that?”


  She nodded. “Okay.”


  She stepped into the shower so he could finish shaving. While in there, she quickly shaved her legs and washed her hair. Then Kilo joined her.


  And he was hard.


  She sank to her knees under the spray and engulfed his cock in her mouth, laving her tongue over the head, enjoying the soft sounds of pleasure he made as she did.


  Stroking her head, he said, “Jesus, you have no idea what that does to me, baby.”


  After a couple of minutes of that, he pulled her to her feet, spun her around, and quickly lined his cock up with her pussy. “I want to finish inside you like this,” he said as he pushed in, filling her cunt. His body pressed hers against the tile wall as he reached around and found her clit with his fingers.


  “Like this,” Kilo whispered in her ear. “My cock buried inside you, my cock filling you. I can’t wait until we get settled at the new place and we can take you both at the same time again.” His hunger, his passion, all transmitted through his throaty tone, his fingers rolling her clit between them and driving her closer. “You were made for us, baby. You fit us as perfectly as we fit you. And I want to feel you coming all over my cock. Having you means all the more reason for us to get through this so we can go somewhere, just the three of us, and spend our days and nights wrapped around and inside you until you can’t remember what it was like to be alone and you don’t even want to.”


  Her eyes dropped closed as her orgasm swelled and burst, his words as much as his fingers pushing her over the edge.


  “That’s it, baby,” Kilo said, now fucking her as well as still playing with her clit and keeping it going. “Give me what I want. Because I don’t want to do anything but love you and give you pleasure.”


  Only when he was convinced he’d wrung every last bit of her orgasm out of her did he finally move his hands to her hips. Hard, fast, deep, and guaranteed to stay in her thoughts as she replayed it, he repeatedly drove his cock into her pussy until he finally emptied his balls inside her, filling her.


  Breathing hard, he wrapped his arms around her and turned them, leaning against the wall as he held her cradled against him, his cock still inside her. He spread his legs, forcing hers farther apart.


  And one insistent hand dropped between her legs again as the other arm curled around her and firmly held her in place.


  “Just one more,” he whispered in her ear before nipping the side of her neck.


  She didn’t think she had it in her, but he knew her body better than she did at this point. One last ripple of pleasure shuddered through her, responding to his touch, obeying his hands.


  Kilo’s pleased chuckle echoed through her soul. “There’s my girl.”


  Reluctant to dislodge his softening cock, she finally turned, letting him hold her, his heart thrumming against her ear. “You’d better not let anything happen to you,” she warned.


  “Don’t worry, baby. We all have a vested interest in staying alive.”


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  


  Mary Silo sat in her usual place on the stage as her husband gave his sermon Sunday morning. Next to her, as always, sat slimy little Jerald.


  Weasel boy.


  Her pulse raced. She’d been using her largest purse the past couple of weeks in preparation for this day. Normally, all it held was her makeup bag, wallet, and a few other things.


  Today, it held quite a lot. For starters, the several thousand dollars of cash she’d withdrawn from the ATM while her nurse had gone to get them lunch during Mary’s hairdresser appointment a few days earlier. Then there were the three changes of clothes. She’d carefully taken them, article by article over several days each morning while dressing, and had hidden them inside the purse. Hannibal hadn’t been able to spot her ruse over the video cameras, and the clothes were now tightly rolled up and tucked into a zip-top baggy.


  Also, she had a pair of sensible shoes without heels, and a small, sharp paring knife she’d snuck from the kitchen while the housekeeper and nurse weren’t paying attention.


  It also contained her medication, because had she left that at home, it might have tipped her hand to Hannibal sooner rather than later.


  The night before, while Hannibal had been out giving a packed Saturday evening sermon, Mary had snuck into his bedroom and used his computer. The night nurse thought she was in bed asleep and had settled in to watch a TV program.


  Mary had transferred the entire contents of her bank account, the one left to her by her parents, into an off-shore account she’d created three nights earlier while Hannibal was out. She’d waited, heart pounding, after clicking Transfer.


  A moment later, she’d received a notification by e-mail on her secret phone that the transfer had gone through.


  She knew Hannibal didn’t have any keystroke tracking software on that computer. It would defeat the purpose of him hiding his tracks if anyone ever doubted him. The few rare times she or anyone else in the household used a computer, it was the one in the living room, usually to check things like TV or movie schedules, business hours, or to look up trivial things.


  She’d nearly giggled with glee as she searched through his computer and located the video files she wanted. It didn’t matter that they were of her, depicting her being debased, used. Abused.


  It was proof of what he had done to her.


  Now the world will see.


  She had selected several that she’d already scouted during previous sessions on Hannibal’s computer. Ones that would particularly show what a vicious animal he was.


  Ones where he admitted some of his plans to her, taunting her.


  She’d transferred copies of the files to the remote storage account she had, then went back into the browser history and cleared it the same way Hannibal did every time.


  So predictable. So narcissistic. So easy to manipulate.


  His pride would be his downfall. She would see to it.


  And she’d take down that damned little weasel with him, too.


  As she sat on the stage, waiting, forcing herself to remain calm, dead, detached, it took every ounce of will she had not to stare at the clock and will it to move. After every sermon he gave now, Hannibal spent longer and longer out front talking to people, Jerald usually going with him once leaving her alone backstage.


  Nearly thirty minutes the past two times.


  From searches on the burner phone, she had in her head the memorized the map of the area surrounding the church.


  Finally, Hannibal ended his droning and accepted the predictable standing ovation. Mary slowly stood at her normal time and let Jerald escort her backstage.


  This time, he didn’t even wait to see she got into and out of the bathroom okay. He simply ducked back out onto the stage to follow his master like a little yappy dog.


  Waiting a moment, she reached into the bathroom, flipped on the light and fan, punched the door lock, and closed it again.


  It would look like she was inside. By the time they got someone to open it, she’d be long gone.


  She took a deep breath and sprinted for the side stage door. It would lead to the access corridor that went back to the dressing rooms sometimes used by visiting acts, the props storage and workroom…


  And rear stage exit.


  Since it was frequently used as an entrance, it wasn’t equipped with a fire alarm.


  She blinked in the bright sunlight and didn’t pause while she fished her sunglasses out of her purse as she quickly walked through the rear parking area. The departing crowd hadn’t reached this area yet, and anyone who did would only see her from the rear.


  And no one would expect to see her out there, meaning they likely wouldn’t recognize her. Especially if they saw her moving so quickly.


  Two blocks directly west of the building sat a fast-food restaurant. There, she ducked into their side entrance, changed clothes and used the bathroom, and then immediately left, heading west three more blocks.


  That was where a large hotel sat. A hotel which, due to its close proximity to the airport, had a large number of cabs waiting out front on a regular basis.


  Glancing at the phone in her hand, she realized she’d only been gone ten minutes. This was going a lot faster than she’d hoped. A bright smile and a twenty dollar bill to a doorman got her into a cab and speeding toward the airport less than a minute later.


  The airport meant rental car outlets, and their church had a standing corporate account. Not that she’d traveled in a long time. Hell, she hoped she remembered how to drive. She had a valid driver’s license, Hannibal making sure she got it renewed every time it was due.


  And her passport.


  Which also lay tucked in her purse.


  She was glad to see the rental car agency wasn’t too busy when she walked into the cool, glassed-in lobby. A friendly agent verified she was still listed on the corporate account and was happy to rent her the vehicle. Of course Hannibal had kept her listed, because he made a huge show publicly and to the rest of his staff that he considered her a vital part of his success. Only Dr. Isley and Jerald ever saw hints of the man’s true nature.


  And she was counting on that ego of his, to not think about checking any of the corporate accounts once her disappearance was noticed.


  Fifteen minutes later, Mary tried not to sob as she carefully pulled out onto the highway. Wouldn’t do for her to make it this far and then get in an accident. She knew, eventually, someone would put together her disappearance with the rental car, once it made the news.


  But first, they’d have to catch her. And she knew Hannibal’s first suspicion would be that someone had abducted her. He wouldn’t want to admit she’d escaped on her own, under her own power.


  She counted on that narcissistic surety of his to give her the head start she’d need. Because once she reached Denver in a little under six hours, she’d be ditching the rental at the airport. She knew that rental cars usually had trackers in them, but once he found out she’d rented a car, police would be able to find the car anyway. By the time someone realized she’d left the rental lot, she’d already have purchased a car from some little “buy here, pay here” place and would be driving east.


  Destination, St. Louis.


  It’d be the last place he’d think to look for her. And she’d hopefully have a front-row seat to his public downfall when all the dirt she had on him hit the mainstream media.


  As she left Albuquerque in her rearview mirror, she smiled.


  I did it.


  Part of her honestly hadn’t expected her plan to get her this far. She’d grabbed the paring knife, hoping she wouldn’t have to use it, prepared to jab Jerald the weasel with it, if necessary.


  If she made it this far, she knew she could make it the rest of the way. She didn’t care she was walking away from everything else.


  She was walking away from Hannibal. For the first time since he’d walked into her life and she’d let him walk all over her, she felt free.


  Truly free.


  And there was no way in hell she’d ever let him drag her back to that gilded cage to be tormented and abused.


  The next time she saw Hannibal Silo in person, hopefully it would be watching him squirm on a witness stand.


  As she gained confidence, she allowed her foot to press harder on the accelerator, taking the car up to and just a fraction over the posted speed limit. It had been decades since she’d driven a car, but exhilaration swept through her as it all came back to her.


  Hannibal had taken a lot from her over the years. He couldn’t take her memories, or her skills. He couldn’t take her soul, no matter how hard he’d tried to do that.


  Most importantly, even though she’d let him hold on to it for far too long, he couldn’t take her will.


  Not now, not that it had once again been awakened and restored to her.


  Now she would go down fighting. If anyone arrested her, she would tell the world what Hannibal had done to her. He might try to convince them she was crazy, even bring in that damned psychiatrist to testify to that, but she had broken no laws.


  She possessed the evidence that proved Hannibal had.


  Her smile felt nearly painful.


  Freedom.


  Rolling down the windows, she let the warm air blow through the car’s interior, competing with cool, swirling eddies from the air-conditioner.


  This was her life now.


  She was back in control.


  She let out a long, loud, rolling laugh.


  And heaven help Hannibal Silo, because he was in for a hell of a time.


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  


  This was the most difficult role Hannibal Silo had ever played. He’d started out with worried and confused, then had gone for stunned shock for a while, not wanting to break right into using the scared husbandly outrage when he didn’t even know what the hell happened.


  He still didn’t know.


  All he knew was that he couldn’t allow his facade to slip even a hair’s breadth. He couldn’t reveal what he really felt—seething, hateful rage. Somehow, he didn’t know how, Mary had plotted and escaped. That she’d left the light and fan on in the backstage bathroom and locked the door told him right there she was behind it. Or, at the very least, had willingly left.


  Yes, there was a chance someone had abducted her, and that was the line of thinking he’d publicly share with the police for now.


  He and Jerald had stood outside the goddamned bathroom door, talking for nearly another twenty minutes when Hannibal had realized how long it had been. He’d knocked, first. Then pounded on it, demanding she finish and get her ass out there.


  For that alone he’d tear a strip out of her hide, for making him wait and making him feel like a fool.


  That was another twenty minutes she’d had, in addition to the nearly forty minutes he’d been out front talking, to get her head start.


  To where, was the question.


  At first, with Jerald taking immediate control of the search efforts, they’d rallied church staff and parishioners who were still there to search the entire premises. They didn’t have security cameras outside the church. They’d never had a problem in that neighborhood. No one could remember seeing her leave via the front entrance.


  As it became apparent that she wasn’t anywhere around the church grounds, Jerald contacted the police, who were now questioning Hannibal. No ransom note found, no calls to the house or church office, as if the woman had disappeared off the face of the earth.


  Only his celebrity and local political status and his insistence that she was not a well woman were able to get the police involved that soon without any evidence of foul play occurring. Had it been any other person, they would have waited a mandatory forty-eight hours before allowing him to file a missing persons report.


  Calls to the house revealed the nurse hadn’t seen or heard from her, either, and a pair of policemen sent to the house just to check verified Mary was nowhere on the premises.


  They would also question the nurse to make sure she hadn’t somehow assisted Mary in her disappearance.


  They talked to Henry, Hannibal’s personal driver, who’d been at home. Jerald had driven them today.


  It wasn’t difficult for Hannibal to feign confusion. He was confused.


  Confused about how the woman could have slipped away.


  Am I the one slipping? How could I have missed the signs?


  As the police once again started asking Jerald questions, trying to narrow down the options, Hannibal watched his assistant.


  No.


  Hannibal thought about it more, trying to pry loose the seed of doubt which had tenaciously taken root and was growing at an explosive rate in his brain.


  No matter how he tried to tell himself Jerald was loyal, Jerald would never betray him, he couldn’t deny one thing.


  Jerald was the last person to actually lay eyes on her.


  Do I throw him under the bus now?


  He started to say something and then thought better of it. Whether or not Jerald had caused this, or had helped her behind his back, he couldn’t allow doubt to be cast on the man. It would be too easy for Jerald to spin around in retaliation and reveal way too much.


  No, he needed Jerald right now, a thought that when it struck Hannibal, it filled him with even more rage.


  How did I allow myself to become so completely dependent upon this man?


  Yes, he’d needed a trusted assistant. But over the years before, he’d always spread things out so no one person had enough dirt on him to take him down.


  Until Jerald.


  “Mr. Arbeid,” one of the detectives said, “you were the last person to see Mrs. Silo, weren’t you?”


  Hannibal spoke up. “Detective, he simply escorted her backstage as he always does and rejoined me less than a minute later, if that. The TV feeds usually record for another couple of minutes while the closing credits roll. You should be able to verify it that way.”


  The look of relief and devotion Jerald shot him still didn’t settle Hannibal’s mind. He couldn’t tell if it was relief that his boss had helped clear him…or relief perhaps that he thought Hannibal didn’t suspect his role in the plan.


  Maybe I will need to place a call to some private contractors on my own. Have them go through Jerald’s finances.


  Whether or not Jerald had a hand in this, one thing was for certain. It was time Hannibal pull back from Jerald, ease off the man’s operational involvement in some projects. Perhaps focus him elsewhere in the church doing other things. Give him other responsibilities and a better title, make it look like a promotion, hell, add on a pay raise.


  All the while, putting some comfortable distance between them.


  Even if it turned out Mary had done whatever this was all on her own, it was time he started reinforcing his position.


  Alone.


  Because he couldn’t afford a fuckup at this vital stage of their plans. And if his plans ended up in ruins because of his damned wife’s stunt, or if anyone had assisted her, he would ensure their life was hell on earth before he personally removed him from this earth.


  Amen.


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  


  Their last night in Seattle, and everything was ready to go. The lab had been prepped and loaded in the RV already, everyone was packed, and a little after midnight, Kyong and Foxtrot settled into their bedroll for their final night there. She’d be sleeping as late as possible the next day. The convoy wouldn’t leave the safe house until late evening. They’d take off after sunset.


  For now, she wanted to enjoy this brief bit of time alone with Foxtrot. They’d both been too busy and exhausted that week to do much of anything but cuddle and sleep even when they did manage to be in bed together at the same time. She’d spent long days with Victor, Zed, and Echo in the Panda, drilling, grilling, and training them on the skills that they’d need to know.


  She’d done all she could.


  And now she needed to blow a little tension.


  He stretched his body out on top of her, fingers laced through hers and gently pinning her hands over her head. “Hiya.”


  She giggled. “Hey, there, mister. Got something poking me, you know. You certified to use that weapon?”


  He kissed her. “You tell me.” Her legs parted, their hips bumping and grinding until he found his mark and slid home, his cock filling her already wet pussy and making her moan. He found a slow, rolling rhythm, every stroke gliding along her clit and drawing moans from her.


  “Yeah,” she gasped. “Seems like you know what you’re doing.”


  He nipped her lower lip, sucking on it. “We get through this and get some RnR, you’re going to be walking crooked for a while.”


  “Kilo made me a similar promise.”


  Foxtrot grinned down at her. “Good.” He bumped his hips against hers, his fingers tightening around her hands. “Glad to know me and him are on the same page.”


  “He and I.”


  “Huh?”


  “I think it’s supposed to be ‘he and I’ not ‘me and him.’”


  He laughed and took another hard, deep stroke. “Obviously I’m not fucking you well enough if you have available brain cells to correct my grammar.” He picked up the pace, his gaze never leaving hers, watching, gauging.


  She knew it, too. Knew he was waiting to make her come, holding back, trying to time it just right.


  Flexing her hips against him, she picked up and matched his rhythm, feeling that now-familiar climb start again, wanting to come like this, impaled on and by him. She focused on him, on his eyes, wanting to memorize this moment, imprint his face on a cellular level so she’d never have to worry about remembering what he looked like.


  When she felt the first jolts of her orgasm break through, her eyes started to drop closed but he squeezed her hands again. “No, look at me. I want to watch you.”


  And still her climax swelled, built, broke free like a rogue wave and kept on rolling as she forced her eyes to stay open and on him.


  That sweet, playful smile he wore. So what if he was a little whiny and picky at times? If that was the worst thing she could ever say about him, she was fine with it.


  Because she loved him.


  With his cock deep inside her, she felt her body squeezing it, intensifying her pleasure with every stroke until she finally cried out at the crest and let it consume her.


  


  * * * *


  


  They wouldn’t have many times alone like this, so Foxtrot wanted to savor every second, wanted to know she was there and present with him in mind and not just physically. Kyong’s body responded to him, her fingers tightening around his as she rode her climax through and he could finally quit holding back.


  He thrust hard, fast, his own orgasm growing closer until he felt his balls tighten and empty inside her. His climax slammed into him, leaving him breathless and wishing he could freeze this perfect moment in time with her forever.


  Kissing her, he nuzzled her nose with his. “I love you so much. I didn’t think it was possible to feel like this about someone. Especially so soon.”


  He released her hands and she wrapped her arms around him as they rolled onto their sides. “I love you, too,” she whispered. Her body fit so perfectly against his. It was hard to believe he’d ever found pleasure in another woman before her. This was the epitome of heaven if there was such a thing to be found.


  “I’m still not liking Florida,” he playfully teased.


  She laughed. “When we get through this, you can show us Minnesota, all right?”


  He laughed with her and held her tightly. “Deal, baby. One I’ll hold you to.”


  “As long as you keep holding me against you.”


  He buried his face in her hair. “Always.”


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  


  It was just before 21:00 when the unit’s convoy rolled up to the gate at McChord. Mal was waiting for them there and ushered them in, along with a phalanx of armed MPs who looked more than determined to make sure they reached the plane safely.


  Kyong, Victor, Zed, and Echo were waiting with three more vetted and trusted ground crew provided by Mal when everyone rolled up to the Panda on the tarmac.


  Mal took control, barking orders and directions to get the Panda loaded and the cargo secured. The RVs fuel tank had been drained before they left Seattle and it was running on the solar battery system. As the vehicle was winched up into the cargo compartment, Kyong only hoped Omega, Uni, and Kilo had things under control in Florida. It’d felt a little lonely with only Foxtrot sleeping next to her the past several nights.


  It took less than forty-five minutes for the Panda and her precious cargo to be secured and ready to go wheels-up.


  Mal came to attention and saluted Kyong and the rest of them, the MPs and ground crew following suit. “You’re cleared for takeoff, Captain Tran,” he said with a smile.


  She returned his salute before stepping in to hug him. “Thanks,” she whispered in his ear.


  “Hey, you can thank me by transporting this bunch of flying monkeys safely to wherever it is you’re going.” He laughed. “I don’t need to know that and don’t want to know that. The guys in the tower are already nervous about one black ops flying out of here this week. The sooner your tail’s in the air, the happier they’ll be. They haven’t seen this much secrecy in a couple of years. It’s usually pretty boring and routine here.”


  She got everyone on board and settled and did her pre-check while Mal and the ground crew prepped the Panda for takeoff. It felt weird to be taking her on an actual mission without Lee, Maggie, and Darrel. But Victor and the others had proven apt students and a good stand-in crew. If something happened to her in-flight, she had confidence that Victor could get the Panda set back down on the ground with a reasonable chance of not killing everyone on board in the process.


  If I could fly her solo from LA to damn near Seattle without any prep, I should be able to get us to Florida safely with a stand-in crew.


  They’d have a refueling stop outside of Topeka, Kansas, at GPS coordinates Bubba assured her would reveal an airfield upon her approach, even though according to her charts it was nothing more than a cornfield in the middle of miles of more cornfields. It would be vital to get on the ground, refueled, and wheels-up again as quickly as possible because they’d be close to daylight. When they landed, she was to say nothing to the ground crew that didn’t specifically relate to the plane, and they were to keep all interior cargo compartment lights dark, the windows blacked out or covered.


  Her instructions were when she hit a certain GPS coordinate, to give a specified call sign on a frequency not usually used for military aviation. She would receive a three-tone beep in reply to confirm her call sign was received and verified, and a homing beacon would start up for her on that frequency. Blue landing lights and a landing beacon would guide her in once she was within five miles of the approach, and she was to fly dark, no running or landing lights. They would follow her with radar and IR and give her any voice corrections over that frequency, if necessary.


  She’d had to follow some pretty strange and stringent protocols before, but nothing like this.


  As long as they didn’t get hit with unexpected headwinds, her fuel calculations based on weight and distance showed they’d be landing in Kansas on fumes. After the second leg of the journey, once she was empty and lifting off again in Florida, it would extend her range somewhat. She might not even need the refueling stop in Ft. Myers before heading back to Tampa.


  When she was ready, she took a deep breath and started to make her usual pre-mission joke before she sadly remembered—once again—that Maggie wasn’t there in the other seat to share it with her.


  Victor looked at her. “You okay?”


  She nodded. “Yeah. Time to push the big green button,” she said.


  “What?”


  “Never mind. Old joke.” She reached up and flipped open the covers on the green toggles for the APUs used to fire up the engines. “Let’s start ’er up.”


  They were flying without an ID beacon. It would be Zed’s job to keep them out of traffic, because they’d also be under radio silence. Technically, they would not exist once they cleared the field. Bubba had given her an altitude and heading to use once they crossed the Rockies, and had promised to try to steer any air traffic out of her way, if possible, but he couldn’t control the whole skies.


  Although it seemed he sure had his fingers on the pulse of a lot of darned things.


  Echo was technically their loadmaster, but Mal had done such a great job of loading them on the ground, all Echo really had to do was pay attention and follow orders.


  Ten minutes later they’d taxied to the end of the runway and she took a deep breath. One last check, their coordinates were punched into the flight computer, and she pushed the throttle forward, her pulse racing as that familiar feeling surged through her.


  Power. The engines trundling her big bird down the tarmac, that sensation that there was no way in hell they’d take off just before she pulled back on the stick and they were no longer rolling, but flying.


  Victor reached over and raised the landing gear, which settled into the belly with their usual satisfying soft thump.


  Once they were at altitude and on their heading, she tried to relax. Yes, the Panda could, technically, fly herself if required. It had a state-of-the-art autopilot system. Components of that system had allowed her to fly it, solo, from El Segundo.


  Hopefully, that wouldn’t be necessary.


  A little before 5:00 a.m. local time, she was dropping the gear and white-knuckling the C-160 Zeus down onto a runway that literally appeared out of nowhere in the middle of a dark cornfield outside of Topeka, Kansas.


  Two ground crew dressed completely in black, down to black earmuffs and black knit hoods over their heads and concealing their features, waved her in with dim glowing blue pylons. She powered down the engines and heard them chocking her wheels and connecting her ground straps before hooking up the fuel lines.


  Less than thirty minutes later, an odd, two-toned beep chirruped over her radio on the same frequency. Two men dressed in black directed her down to the end of the runway, where she’d turn and take off to the west, into the light headwind.


  As she swung around, the sun starting to crest the eastern horizon, she caught sight of the corn field beneath them literally sliding back into place, swallowing the runway and tarmac below.


  “Cool, huh?” Victor said.


  She looked at him. “What the hell was that?”


  He grinned. “That’s so black ops, not even the damn CIA knows about it. We’ve had to fly in there a few times. You think that’s neat, you should see what it looks like when you have to stopover there. They’ve got an elevator and underground hangar system you would not believe. It’s a small city down there. I don’t even think the president knows about it. It’s so classified it makes top secret look like public domain.”


  “Wow.”


  “Wow is right,” Zed said from his jump seat. “Stick with us, Captain, and we’ll show you things you ain’t never seen before.”


  


  * * * *


  


  She swung in off the Gulf, following coordinates she’d punched into her flight computer at McChord. They wouldn’t actually be landing on Alligator Alley. Kilo had done one better and found old Highway 29, which intersected the Interstate north to south. As she circled around once and noted the fresh orange spray-paint marks on the pavement, as well as a wind sock they’d considerately posted for her, she also spotted the five vehicles parked along the shoulder at the stoppage point.


  She wouldn’t even have to turn around, just take off in the same direction, the barely negligible winds that early in the morning not an issue for her one way or another.


  Ten minutes later, she was shutting down the engines and sitting back in her seat.


  Victor patted her on the shoulder. “Great flight, Captain.”


  Papa stuck his head into the cockpit, a large grin on his face. “You think you’re getting out of this outfit anytime soon, Panda, think again.”


  She let out a laughing groan. “Panda? Really? That’s my code name?”


  He shrugged. “Sorry. It’s too perfect.”


  She unfastened her harness and started to climb out of her seat. She needed to walk around, use the head, and wanted to hug Kilo since she hadn’t seen him in nearly a week.


  By the time she made it out onto the road, the men—and women—had already unloaded the RV and most of the cargo.


  They were efficient. What impressed her was how fast the mostly civilian women and scientists had taken to their new way of life.


  Kilo walked over, a proud grin on his face.


  “Don’t start with me,” she warned.


  Still, he grabbed her and hugged her, swinging her around. “I don’t care. I’m proud of you.”


  “I flew a pretty easy run, all things considered.”


  “And a pretty important one,” Kilo said. “Thank you for joining us.” Foxtrot walked over to them.


  “You mean the unit? I was kind of ordered to do that, not that I minded.”


  Foxtrot laughed. “That, too, but we meant the two of us.”


  When they were ready to go, Papa walked over. “You good to fly?” he asked.


  “Yep.”


  “Arliss has already confirmed the orders for you and the Panda at MacDill. Kilo and Foxtrot will drive up and get you all. By the time you get done signing forms and shutting things down, they should be there.”


  She must have telegraphed her feelings when she glanced back at the Zeus. Papa reached out and touched her shoulder.


  “She’s our official ride,” Papa assured her. “Don’t worry.”


  “It’s stupid,” she said, “because I’m an officer, and I’ve been through other birds before, but she’s special.”


  He nodded. “I get it,” he gently said. “They’ll always be your crew.”


  He really did get it. It wasn’t just words. As a commanding officer himself, he more than anyone else there, except maybe for Chief, understood the mixed bag of emotions weighing on her soul. “Yeah.”


  “Let’s get this bird off the ground again,” Foxtrot said. “We have to get you out of here before we attract any of the wrong kind of attention.”


  “We put up road barricades,” Omega said, “but we don’t want them up any longer than necessary.”


  With Victor, Zed, and Echo, she made sure everyone was clear and got the APUs fired up to start the engines. Minutes later, they were on the move again.


  Taking off light was easy. She’d done the fuel calculations and they had more than enough to make the short hop to MacDill. It barely felt like she’d gotten up to altitude before making her final approach. This hop had been with her new ID beacon, the one now assigned to her plane. Different call sign.


  As she angled north and to the west just a hair, Kyong felt how empty the Panda sounded to her trained ear, how different the controls felt, how it responded to her hands without a full load of cargo and fuel weighing her down.


  She wondered if the ghosts of her friends, her crew, were rattling around in that empty cargo compartment the way they rattled around in her heart.


  


  * * * *


  


  One good thing about the military, when you said your orders were need to know, you didn’t catch any flack about it. It was a given that people didn’t push you for details.


  Apparently, Arliss had made sure no one even asked. The head of the mod squad taking care of the Panda for Kyong went through the list before she signed off on it. During the two hours or so, as they walked through the plane and discussed everything, Victor, Zed, and Echo patiently waited in the shade of the wing.


  Unfortunately, the Panda would remain that in her memory only. The Zeus was getting a new paint job and new tail numbers, in addition to the new beacon she already had. Kyong had taken pics of her before they’d left McChord so she’d have them.


  She’d just finished her discussions with the mod squad when Kilo and Foxtrot caught up with them near the hangar. “How about we get some chow before we head on back?” Kilo asked. “The food here used to be pretty decent.”


  She grabbed her command bag from the Panda. The bulk of her gear had gone with Omega and the rest of them when they unloaded.


  Mal had promised to take care of Lee, Maggie, and Darrel’s gear when she’d left it behind at McChord. It hadn’t made sense to waste the fuel to carry it, no matter how sentimental she felt about it.


  They weren’t there. They likely weren’t even alive.


  On the off-chance they had survived, they’d still be out there, and hauling their gear all the way to Florida made zero sense.


  She turned back to the Panda and stopped, came to attention, and saluted it. “Thanks, girl,” she said, reaching out to stroke its skin one last time before following her men and the others.


  On the way home, they drove through St. Petersburg and crossed over the Tampa Bay Bridge. To the east lay the crumbling remnants of the old Sunshine Skyway Bridge. Beyond that to the west, the Gulf of Mexico glistened in the afternoon sun.


  It didn’t look like the Pacific, but not in a bad way, either. She’d seen the Gulf plenty of times from the air, but most of her time in had been spent over on the Pacific side of the globe, or over land.


  “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Echo asked.


  She nodded. “Yeah. I wish they could see it.”


  “Maybe they can,” Foxtrot said, not needing any clarification on who she meant. “Maybe they can.”


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  


  She’d give Kilo and the others all due credit, the new safe house couldn’t be any more perfect for their needs. Once used as a marine research facility, it hadn’t taken much to get the new lab set up there and bring all the systems up and running. There was a solid bridge across from the mainland to the island, protected by a locked gate on the mainland side, but the causeway on their end of it sometimes flooded at high tide. Not that they cared, that just helped them out by keeping them isolated.


  Built on stilts, the two-story facility was actually three buildings joined by gangways, one being the lab. The second building had been a dorm set up for resident and visiting staff, the third had been office spaces.


  The six triads and Sin, the Irish scientist, took over the bedrooms in the dorm area.


  Despite there still being three empty bedrooms in that building, the others were happy to bunk in what they’d assumed would be the much quieter office area.


  The other two scientists took over two offices in the lab building for their quarters.


  And they had plenty of room to grow.


  Surrounding the buildings were plenty of trees and the gorgeous, white sand beaches Florida’s Gulf coast was famous for. The large dock on the bay side of the island would be perfect to hook up the plane, and also held several small skiffs the men had obtained. The facility had both a cistern and its own de-sal plant, and its solar and wind genny systems meant they didn’t have to be dependent upon power lines from shore or even worry about fuel for generators.


  Kyong certainly wasn’t going to complain about their new digs. She wouldn’t bitch about mosquitoes, or humidity, or salty Gulf air so thick you could just about wring moisture out of it with your bare hands if you tried hard enough.


  She wouldn’t bitch about a damn thing, because she could appreciate how farking lucky she was.


  In her heart, she would mourn her three friends, her crew, her team. And even though logically she knew the guilt wasn’t hers to bear, she would still carry that with her, too. A permanent reminder of her responsibilities, and how important it was to never shirk her duties.


  Her brother’s death was an all too poignant reminder of that little factoid, too.


  Papa called them together that night shortly after ten o’clock. In two days, she’d go pick up the Derring 82X from where it was being transferred over to Ft. Pierce, on the east coast of Florida.


  It had already received new ID numbers, a new beacon, and a few mods and other equipment they might need during their missions.


  She was actually looking forward to it. It’d been a while since she’d flown something that small. It would be like driving a well-tuned race car after years of driving a moving truck.


  “Good job today, everyone,” Papa said. “I know we’re all tired, and I know we’ve all come a long way from where we were just a few weeks ago. I want watches on the buildings and ground level. Bubba is working on getting us our own portable radar array, so that will make our job a little easier. I’ll be giving everyone free days here shortly, so be patient. But you’ve all earned as much rest as I can give you. Panda, Kilo, Foxtrot, you three take twenty-four off.”


  She nodded. “Thank you, sir.”


  “No sir’s, captain,” he teased. “We’re all in this together. OTG means one-for-all. Tango, Doc, Oscar, Yankee, you’re up for first watch tonight.”


  “Well, Sin,” Oscar said. “You’ll have a slightly quieter night.” The single scientist’s bedroom ended up sandwiched between the two sets of triads.


  “Lucky me, mate,” Sin said. “Lucky me.”


  “We’ll also start planning our Atlanta run tomorrow,” Papa continued. “Bubba is working on sifting through his contacts to find someone at the CDC he can confidently say is not wrapped around Silo’s finger.”


  “What if he can’t?” Kyong asked. “What if there’s no one there we can trust?”


  “We’ll cross that bridge if we come to it. Okay, that’s all I’ve got. I’ll hand out assignments in the morning. Good night, everyone.”


  Some of them remained in the common area in the office building, but Kyong headed for their quarters. Her men followed her moments later.


  Foxtrot closed the bedroom door and turned to where she was sitting on the bedroll and unlacing her boots. “You all right?” he asked.


  “I’m fine. Why?”


  “You’ve been awfully quiet this evening,” Kilo said. “Just wondering.”


  She paused. With her hands resting on her knees, she stared from Kilo, who was kneeling on the floor by his duffel, to Foxtrot, and back again.


  “Just…thinking. Remembering.”


  The men shared a glance but didn’t offer any response.


  “You know I’m not delicate china, right?” She resumed removing her boots. “Just because I go a little quiet from time to time doesn’t mean I’m having second thoughts about us.”


  She didn’t imagine the audible sighs of relief from both men.


  After yanking both boots off, she tossed them to Kilo. “Guys, I…I didn’t even get to go to Tuan’s funeral, okay? Then my crew… I’m torn between wishing I was with my parents to help them out, and knowing that what I’m doing here, with all of you, is the best thing I can be doing to help them in the long run. I can’t help it. Worrying is what I do. It’s just the way I’m wired.”


  “We’ll get him,” Foxtrot promised. “One way or another, Silo will pay.”


  “Won’t bring Tuan back,” she quietly said. “Won’t bring any of them back.”


  “Didn’t say it would,” Kilo said. “But it’s a start, isn’t it?”


  Taking a slow, deep breath, she held it for a moment before letting it out again. Their room faced west, and a gentle evening breeze blew in through the screen of the open window. Between that and the ceiling fan, it’d be comfortable sleeping weather. She’d weathered a lot worse.


  “You going to be okay with me doing the Atlanta run?” she asked them.


  Omega was already working the logistics to set up the transportation and safe house on the Georgia end of the Atlanta run. They could breathe only marginally easier now that they knew the food chain between them and Arliss was secure, but not knowing how many other moles there were or where they might be meant they had to keep a low profile.


  The men exchanged a glance. “We don’t get much say in it,” Foxtrot finally offered. “It’s the mission. Mission first. Papa assigns the people who are needed to the mission. You and Victor are our pilots.” He walked over and sat next to her. “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t concerned about your safety, because I’m concerned about everyone who goes out on the missions. We all are. We’d have to be soulless dicks not to worry, but we don’t let that become our focus, and we don’t let it get in the way of the successful completion of our mission.”


  “It’s kind of our way of doing things,” Kilo added. “We’re a unit, a team, but we’re also a family. So don’t worry about us worrying about you. We’re big boys. We can handle ourselves. You focus on whatever your mission happens to be so you get yourself and the rest of them back here safely.”


  Kilo got up and walked over, sitting on her other side on the bedroll. The men reached over and each took one of her hands.


  “We love you,” Foxtrot said. “There’s no two ways about it. And like the other five pairs or triads or whatever they are can tell you, no, this isn’t the ideal time to be in love. But it’s the only time we have, and we aren’t promised any more of it.”


  “Yeah,” Kilo said. “That. What he just said.”


  “I feel like I don’t fit in,” she admitted. “With the other women, or even with you guys.”


  “Sure you do,” both men said.


  Foxtrot took over. “Hey, you fit in just as well as anyone here.”


  “Anyone can be a pilot.”


  The men snorted. “Um, seriously?” Kilo asked. “No, they can’t. Hey, everyone with us has a job. Your job is to fly our asses, safely, so we can do whatever it is we need to do to save the world. That’s pretty important, too, you know.”


  Foxtrot dropped his voice. “The other women aren’t picking on you or something, are they?”


  She loved his protective tone, but quickly answered, “No, that’s not what I meant. Not at all. Annie and Chief, sure, they were both in. But the others weren’t. And aren’t currently. Everyone’s got a job and I just…” She shrugged, not sure how to continue.


  Feeling unsure about herself or a situation wasn’t something she was used to. Since joining the men, her normally cocksure state of mind had fled.


  The only thing she was sure about was her feelings for the two men.


  “Just give them a chance to get to know you,” Kilo gently counseled. “They like you. They don’t care you’re a pilot. It’s part of what you do and who you are, the way we all have our roles in this thing.”


  “What do we do on the other side of this?” she asked. “Are we going to be okay? Or is this going to be a case of once our lives aren’t in danger, the three of us won’t have anything in common?”


  Kilo gently cupped his other hand around her cheek and turned her face toward his. “We get through this,” he softly assured her, “and then we get to take the most kick-ass of vacations ever. All three of us.” He smiled. “And then we figure out where we want to live. The three of us. And we spend the rest of our lives being happy. The three of us.”


  “You don’t want to be in after this?”


  “Hell, no.” His smile faltered. “You do?”


  “I never thought I had an option before. And I still have two years.”


  Foxtrot squeezed her hand. “We’re due to opt-out. I suspect once we’re done with this mission, they’ll let us out based on, I don’t know, saving the world and shit. And I think General Arliss will be happy to push through an early discharge for you.” She met his brown gaze. “I wouldn’t mind meeting your parents and family,” he said.


  “Oh, god.” She closed her eyes.


  “What?” the men asked.


  She laughed. “Well, not that I have a problem taking you home to meet them, but you realize that once they know I’m done with the military, and that I have not one guy but two, they will be pestering me for grandkids, right? They’re going to tell me I have no excuse.”


  Kilo laughed. “I think we could handle that.”


  “If you want kids,” Foxtrot added.


  “I’d never really thought about it before.”


  “Why not?” Foxtrot asked.


  She shrugged and looked down at her lap where their hands were loving clasped around hers. “Never had a relationship before where it was something I seriously considered. The military wasn’t just my work, but my life. I knew I wouldn’t have it easy on the outside and never thought about leaving, really. I figured I’d be married to my job until they finally put me on desk duty because I failed my medical or something.”


  “What about fun?” Kilo asked.


  She snorted. “What the hell is that?” Taking a deep breath, she let it out again. “I guess I have a lot to learn about having fun and relaxing.”


  “That’s okay,” Foxtrot said. “We can teach you.”


  “And we’ll have fun doing it,” Kilo added.


  Together, they leaned in and kissed her behind the ears, nibbling, sending shivers of pleasure up and down her spine.


  How the two of them had wormed their way into her heart and soul, she didn’t know.


  She didn’t care.


  She didn’t want to question it.


  She just wanted to feel. With them.


  And she had to admit they were fun. Yes, they were business and all about their mission, but in the spare time they could afford it, they’d shown her more fun than she’d had in…well, ever.


  And how sad a person was she for that?


  They eased her back onto the bedroll, their other hands still laced with hers. Closing her eyes, she tried to shut off her brain as they worked their way down her neck. Kilo freed his hand and reached up, unbuttoning her shirt, parting the fabric as he worked his way down to her waist and pulled the tails out of her trousers.


  Still working together, they freed her of that, her undershirt, and the sports bra she wore. Their lips feathered around and down, each man latching on to her breasts and drawing a sharp breath of pleasure from her.


  Tangling her hands in their hair, she held on to their heads, wanting to keep them right there forever. So much perfection in this moment, so much passion.


  As a team, the men worked by feel and got her belt and trousers undone and shoved them and her panties down her hips enough their fingers could slip between her legs.


  Eyes still tightly shut, she began kicking at her aggravating restriction until she got them and her panties kicked out into the darkness. She heard them hit the floor, then the sound of both of her men softly moaning around her breasts as their hands now had unfettered access to her pussy.


  One of the men played with her clit. The other slid one, then a second finger into her pussy. She didn’t care which did what, they both knew her and her body and she figured they’d probably take turns anyway.


  And either way, she was the benefactor of their attention, so it was all good.


  Inside their trousers, pressed against her thighs, she felt their cocks go rigid, straining for release. Yet still they took their time, each pull of their mouths on her nipples sending pleasant jolts straight to her clit.


  Yeah, she’d had good sex before.


  Never anything this good.


  This wasn’t just pleasure. This was love.


  Pleasure built, teased from her by their hands, their mouths. Her clit throbbed as the men took their time. The two fingers in her pussy slowly fucked her, working deeper with each thrust. It didn’t take long, all the stress of the cross-country trip melting away, all thoughts and cares slipping from her brain as passion shoved those things out the mental door and locked it behind them.


  Nothing but them, there, with her.


  She bit down on her lower lip when the envelope ripped open and her orgasm swept through her. Their hands moved faster, teeth gently grazing her nipples as they pushed, led, carried her through a long, rolling cloud of pleasure and release that seemed to have no end. Only when they were satisfied she’d had enough did their hands fall still and they finally lifted their heads from her breasts.


  Opening her eyes, she laughed as she spotted their nearly identical smiles.


  And they were both still dressed.


  “Pleased with yourselves?” she asked.


  “Not yet,” Kilo said. With a smile he sucked his fingers into his mouth, allowing her to identify who’d been where.


  The men stood up and quickly stripped before returning to her side. Kilo rolled her on top of him, reaching between her legs to guide his cock into her wet pussy. They both let out content sighs as she fully impaled herself on him.


  Foxtrot knelt behind her and stroked her ass. “I know what I want, baby,” he said, patting her ass cheeks. She felt him lean over and reach for something in his bag before he was back. “Lean forward, baby. Time to fill you up.”


  She did, kissing Kilo as he reached down and spread her ass cheeks for his partner. The cool feel of lube drizzling down the seam of her ass drew another moan from her, and then again when Foxtrot started playing with her puckered rim, teasing her, pressing a finger against her flesh as he worked lube around it.


  With Kilo’s cock embedded in her cunt, and her swollen, sensitive clit rubbing against his body, she slowly rocked her hips and tried to get Foxtrot to go a little faster.


  He planted his free hand splayed across her lower back. “Patience, baby. Good things are waiting for those who want to come.”


  Both she and Kilo laughed. She broke their kiss and cast a glance over her shoulder at Foxtrot, who wore a playful grin. “Get your cock in my ass, buddy. That’s an order.”


  “Thought rank didn’t count, hmm?”


  He had a point. “It doesn’t. But hell hath no fury, and all that.”


  “Hey, you already came once. We’re allowed to take our time if we want.”


  “Speak for yourself,” Kilo said. “Your cock isn’t dying to fuck her silly.”


  He looked down. “I beg to differ with you. Is, too.”


  “Your cock isn’t inside her already.”


  “True.” Foxtrot arched an eyebrow at her as his finger slowly breached her rim. “Like that?”


  Her eyes fell closed. She nodded, softly moaning. “Yeah.” She started kissing Kilo again, flexing her hips to encourage Foxtrot to move faster, deeper.


  Yes, she’d had anal before meeting these men. And she’d enjoyed it.


  If she’d realized what she’d been missing by doubling her pleasure, she might have gone poly years ago.


  After a few minutes, Foxtrot had worked up to three fingers and had her moaning loudly into Kilo’s mouth. Those moans turned to whines as he withdrew his hand.


  “Hold on, hold on, geez,” he teased. “Gimme a sec.” She heard him pull out wipes and clean up his hand. Then the sound of a condom pouch ripping open. Soon enough, the lubed, condom-clad head of his cock pressed against her ass.


  She rose up a little, enough to plop back down and speed things up, deeply impaling herself on both the cocks.


  “Wow, you are in a hurry,” Foxtrot teased. He grabbed her hips while Kilo’s hands slid up, one hand fisting her braid, the other wrapped around her. While Foxtrot worked his cock all the way into her ass, Kilo fucked his cock up into her pussy.


  She relished the stretching, pinching burn that quickly turned into pleasure as she started finding her own rhythm between them. Feeling Foxtrot’s thighs pressed against hers, she knew he was all the way in.


  This was soooo good. She started rocking, angling her hips until she discovered the sweet spot and let out another moan.


  Kilo let go of her, cupping her breasts and playing with her nipples. “How about that, baby?”


  “Uh-huh!” That was what she needed. That little extra biting pleasure helped start her climb again. Her clit, her G-spot, and now her nipples, they were dialing her in and focusing her pleasure right where she needed it.


  “Come on, baby,” Foxtrot said. “We’ve got all night if we need it. Ride one out for us.”


  She braced her hands on Kilo’s pecs and proceeded to do just that, harder, faster, until she felt the spiral tightening and then…


  It was like hot lava washed over her, her body’s muscles wanting to tighten and let loose all at once. Her toes curled as the men took their cue and started fucking her faster, harder, keeping her climax going, bouncing along until she felt Kilo, then Foxtrot both orgasm and add their moans to the night air blowing around them.


  Finally, sated and sore in all the good ways, she collapsed on top of Kilo while Foxtrot collapsed on top of her.


  A moment later, she felt a desperate tapping on her shoulder.


  Opening her eyes, she looked down.


  “Baby, move,” Kilo said. “And take lard ass with you, please. I can’t breathe.”


  Lard ass laughed and pushed off them, sitting up and carefully withdrawing his softening cock from her ass. “Hey, serves you right for smacking me in the face with your balls that time.”


  “Wasn’t your face,” Kilo said after he gulped in a breath of air. “It was your chin. And it wasn’t on purpose.”


  She giggled, happy to have both her guys back.


  It felt right.


  It felt good.


  Maybe I can get the hang of this fun stuff. “You guys know how much I love you two?”


  Foxtrot kissed her on the cheek. “You can tell me when I come back from cleaning up. Love you, too.”


  She remained half draped over Kilo, who stroked her back, his wilting cock buried inside her. “Love you, too, baby,” he said, his fingers gently playing over her flesh.


  Foxtrot returned a moment later, used wipes to clean her up, then climbed into the bedroll behind her.


  Kilo rolled onto his side so Kyong could nestle herself between them, Foxtrot’s body molded along her back, their legs entwined with hers.


  Lips feathered across her shoulder. “Good night, baby. Get a good night’s sleep, and tomorrow we can sleep in, for a change.”


  Kilo kissed her, brushing lips across hers. “We’ll relax and have fun, explore the island, make love in the Gulf.”


  “That sounds like fun.”


  “Sounds like sand up my balls,” Foxtrot grumped.


  She reached behind her and lightly smacked his thigh. “Look at it as getting laid.”


  “Well, sure, when you put it like that,” he teased.


  Knowing there might be few nights like this in their very near future, she closed her eyes and drifted to sleep with the sounds of the ceiling fan and the gentle Gulf waves lapping at the shore.


  Chapter Thirty


  


  Kyong wasn’t used to not having something to do. She’d picked up the Derring and had flown it back yesterday. It was securely moored at the dock on the inlet side of the island, visible from the buildings. Her morning routine checks of it had already been completed.


  Alpha had told her to take the rest of the afternoon off.


  When she’d hunted down Papa and talked to the CO to confirm he’d meant for her to take a break, he assured her it was all right for her to use the time off to relax and decompress before they started planning the Atlanta mission in earnest.


  As she walked the beach, barefoot and trouser cuffs rolled midway up her calves to keep her pants dry, she kept her eyes focused on the sugar sand beneath her feet, on the lookout for shark’s teeth, shells, anything that might catch her interest. Through her aviator’s glasses, everything looked darker, dimmer.


  Much like her heavy heart.


  Always close to her thoughts were Lee, Maggie, and Darrel.


  And, of course, Tuan. He would always be in her heart, always missed, always just there, out of reach and out of sight, but forever imprinted in her thoughts and mind and life.


  It’s not fair they aren’t here to see this.


  She knew it was survivor’s guilt, compounded by the fact that they were her friends and had been her responsibility.


  Then again, had they not died, had the four of them still been a crew, they likely would have been snapped up and reassigned immediately, still schlepping cargo and soldiers around and not…this.


  And she wouldn’t have met Foxtrot and Kilo.


  She wouldn’t, for the first time in her life, have a reason to look ahead and dream about what the future might hold for her beyond endless reams of meaningless forms and reports and flying time and hoping she kept passing her medicals so she didn’t get saddled with a desk job.


  Despite the humidity, the breeze off the Gulf tempered the heat and made it comfortable even in the sun. Her shadow walked ahead of her as she strolled north along the beach, head down, searching.


  Foxtrot and Kilo. What a pair. Her pair.


  Her future.


  It was hard not to feel guilty. She’d never forget her crew, her friends. She couldn’t. Wouldn’t. Refused to.


  All roads led her to where she now found herself.


  “Kyong.”


  It almost sounded like her name carried on the wind. She stared out at the Gulf, wondering if she was now hearing ghosts. But when she turned, in the distance she spotted two forms that she instinctively recognized were her men.


  Hers.


  It was nice to realize she felt more possessive about the two of them than she did about the Panda.


  Maybe there’s hope for me yet.


  She stopped and waited while they caught up with her.


  “What’s wrong?” she asked.


  Kilo grinned. “Why do you automatically assume something has to be wrong?”


  “Force of habit and long experience.”


  “Nothing’s wrong. Papa ran us out of the building and gave us the afternoon off.”


  “Why?”


  “Because he said we’d earned it.”


  “And,” Foxtrot added, “because he knows you’ll soon be spending time away from us, and I think he wants to let us get a little bit of together time in while we can before the next round of crazy starts.”


  She slowly nodded, another unusual feeling swirling through her. While she was excited to know she’d be flying again soon, she felt a wistful pang that she’d be leaving her men behind for the mission.


  And that was something she’d never felt before. Even when she’d left home for the Academy, and then for the service, she’d never felt that pang. Her all too few and brief leaves home, she’d never felt a pang when leaving again.


  This is where I belong. With them.


  Foxtrot cocked his head. “What’s wrong?”


  She smiled. “You know, at this very instant, in this very place, not a damn thing.”


  “You think I’ll ever get the hang of dealing with you?” Foxtrot teased.


  She turned and hooked her arms through theirs, tugging on them so they’d start walking with her. “Probably not, mi vida.”


  Kilo snorted, but didn’t say anything.


  “What does that mean?” Foxtrot asked.


  “At least she didn’t call you lỗ đít,” Kilo said.


  “Did you just swear at me in Spanish?” Foxtrot asked her.


  She giggled. “Nooo.” She looked up at Kilo. “I thought you couldn’t speak Vietnamese.”


  “I can’t. Just a few swear words. Those are always the easiest words to learn.”


  “What’d you call me?” Foxtrot nearly whined.


  “Learn Spanish,” the two of them said, laughing as they realized they’d parroted each other.


  “She called you ‘her life,’ moron,” Kilo said.


  “Oh.” Foxtrot stopped, which meant she and Kilo had to stop, too. He turned her to face him and kissed her. Long, slow, sweet, the hint of Gulf salt air on his lips.


  “You’re my life, too,” he whispered, caressing her cheek.


  Behind her, Kilo pressed in close. “We’ll take it one day at a time,” he said. “Not take a single day we’ve got together for granted.”


  She tipped her head back so she could look into Kilo’s blue eyes. “How sad is it I’ve never really let myself love before? Not like this.”


  He smiled and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I personally think it’s pretty great. It means we’re the guys lucky enough for you to take a chance on. And he’s right. You’re my life, too.”


  She didn’t cry. She was not a crier. But she pulled her shades off and tucked them in her shirt pocket, closed her eyes, and as the men pressed in even closer, enveloping her, she let the Gulf breeze carry her tears away and dry them on her cheeks.


  “They didn’t even get a funeral,” she finally whispered. “And I didn’t get to go to Tuan’s.”


  Foxtrot looked around and walked up the beach, returning with a driftwood stick. He handed it to her. “Tide’s coming in,” he softly said. “How about we honor them now?” He kissed her fingers where they curled around the wood before releasing her hand.


  She looked down at the beach, the wet, packed sand below the high-tide line where the waves and foam licked at it, as if testing it before inching higher. She stepped away from them and began to write in the sand, lengthwise, so they’d all be taken at the same time.


  Tuan Tran—Beloved Brother.


  1st Lt Darrel Richard O’Connell.


  1st Lt Maggie Lynn Porter


  2d Lt Lee Michael Andrews


  Then she added a line of writing under the names.


  Clear skies and tailwinds, until we meet again, my friends.


  She chucked the stick as far out into the surf as she could and walked up the beach to sit in the sand above their names and wait, her glasses once again firmly in place. Kilo and Foxtrot wordlessly sat on either side of her, holding her hands.


  As the tide eased in, she took deep breaths, each flick of the surf smoothing the sand until finally, an hour later, only the waves remained.


  She stood, brushing the sand off her trousers and shaking out her cuffs, re-rolling them to keep them from getting wet.


  Together, the three of them walked hand in hand back down the beach toward the safe house.


  Chapter Thirty-One


  


  Mary Silo startled as she caught sight of herself in the mirror. The change was dramatic. In the sink lay the hair she’d buzzed off with the clippers she’d purchased at the drugstore. Using the longest attachment, she’d cut her hair off without hesitation.


  It took years off her, to be honest.


  She liked it.


  Gathering all the hair up, she flushed it down the toilet, not wanting housekeeping to see it in the garbage and have it stick in their minds. After rinsing out the sink, she read the instructions on the bottle of hair dye she’d purchased, a blue-black that she’d grabbed more on a lark than anything, and a total change from the pale reddish blonde Hannibal had insisted she be all these years.


  A color she’d detested with a passion.


  An hour later, she stepped out of the shower and ran a towel over her body and hair before wiping down the mirror.


  I should spike it.


  Wet, her hair stood up and rendered her totally unrecognizable.


  She would check out early the next morning, leave via the back entrance. Since she was paid up, there wouldn’t be any charges. She’d parked her car, an older but reliable Honda solar hybrid, a couple of blocks away. It was the car she’d purchased in Kansas City when she traded in the car she’d just bought in Denver.


  The woman who ran the car lot had fallen for her tearful story of an abused wife on the run from her husband. She’d used the name and information for one of her former nurses, which she’d pulled from Hannibal’s computer the night before she left.


  The woman never asked to see ID, too caught up in Mary’s story and genuine tears.


  While in Denver, Mary had made another large cash withdrawal, this time from her new account. She suspected Hannibal could probably hire someone to track her via the money withdrawals. She’d also used cash to purchase herself a sat-linked tablet she could use to more easily to stay in touch with her contact, and two new burner cell phones.


  But what she wanted to do was find herself a small little dingy apartment for rent, somewhere she could pay cash, and lay low while she finished what she needed to do. Her contact had furnished her with the information she’d need to get a new identity, in exchange for more of the evidence she had against Hannibal.


  They’d also passed along a little nugget she hadn’t considered, that Hannibal would be under suspicion of having made her disappear and would likely have to scale back some of his plans, unless or until police could prove she was alive and had left under her own power.


  She hadn’t thought about that. Yes, it meant Hannibal would probably be even more eager to find her and haul her back in, or at least prove she was alive.


  But it also meant he’d have to walk a fine line and keep his nose clean until that happened.


  She was good with that. Anything to be a pain in his ass was fine with her. Trusting her contact had taken a considerable leap of faith on her part, but she knew she had to start her new life somewhere.


  


  * * * *


  


  In an Atlanta coffee shop, Ali Xavier, known to his friends in the underground hacker community as Ax, nervously tapped his feet as his fingers flew over his keyboard. His blog hits had exploded in the past couple of hours as he posted the first snippets of the evidence forwarded to him by his contact. He’d already set up her new identity and as soon as he had a picture from her, he could get her ID printed and sent to her.


  He couldn’t believe it, but knew whatever that batcrap Reverend Silo had done to his wife over the years had caused her to snap. The things she’d revealed to him in e-mail had checked out. The initial audio tapes she’d provided were compelling, and when he compared the voice on them to video from one of Silo’s sermons and ran it through recognition software, it checked out.


  Then she’d forwarded him some video, with promises of much more audio and video to come, if he helped her stay hidden.


  Pulling his hands from his laptop, he nervously drummed his fingers in his lap under the table and out of sight as he read over the latest e-mail from her. He was about to become a very rich man. He was thirty-two and had struggled for years from boring job to boring job while honing his hacking skills and staying ahead of the law. Before now, he’d always fought the urge to do some sort of illegal hacking job, even though he’d had the skills for it.


  The risks were too great, the potential return too small.


  This…


  This was a golden goose egg. This was the kind of event he’d saved himself for, staying off the radar of law enforcement, always being a white-hat, never engaging in any activities that would put him at the top of the list of something like this. Just running his ranty antiestablishment blog about certain religious groups, including the Church of the Rising Sunset. He’d been careful not to single out just that church or that religion for fear of drawing too much attention to himself.


  If they thought he was picking on several religious organizations and denominations in general, he would only become dissonant noise to them.


  Which he had.


  Until now.


  An opportunity he’d waited for all his life.


  After working out some of his nervous, caffeine-fueled energy, he put his fingers to his laptop again and finished what he’d started, watermarking the video snippet he was about to blast out to the Internet.


  All his tracks were covered. The URL was registered overseas under a fake name, and he had redundant mirror accounts so he could swap the DNS over and be back up again in minutes in case Silo got one of his sites shut down. His bank account was through a MacCoin exchange and untraceable.


  Anyone who wanted to show the full video would have to pay for the rights. And the web traffic would generate him click-bait income as well.


  Maybe he could finally move out of that shit-hole apartment he shared with his two older brothers.


  Some hackers wanted the prestige, public knowledge of what they’d done. Not him. He didn’t want it traced back to him for a variety of reasons, not the least of which was that he wasn’t sure what Silo’s organization was capable of.


  All he wanted was the payout. Monetarily, and the personal satisfaction that he’d finally brought Silo down. Technically, what he was doing wasn’t illegal. Well, with the videos, at least. One of the parties involved in the videos had willingly given it to him. The other party was the one who’d videotaped it in the first place, so they couldn’t claim they didn’t know about it.


  Especially when on one of the videos Silo had taunted his wife about videotaping their sessions.


  He hadn’t even hacked into the church’s systems to get the info. He hadn’t hacked into Silo’s private computer.


  Okay, so he was helping Mary Silo stay hidden and getting her a fake identity. Technically, he supposed, that was illegal, because he was hampering a law enforcement investigation, but he saw it more as helping someone out than breaking the law.


  Besides, the fucker deserved it.


  Especially since he knew for a fact that Silo was behind deaths of his parents when he was a young kid. Their mother had been a reporter for one of the DC news sites. She’d been putting together a story about several elected leaders who’d made some interestingly unusual stance changes at the same time. Changes that had come about not long after personal visits from the Reverend himself.


  No one had ever caught the hit-and-run driver who’d run them off the road. They didn’t have life insurance policies, and the car insurance had barely paid out anything.


  Ali and his two brothers ended up living in Atlanta with an aunt who’d gone to her grave from a heart attack just a few years earlier and still swearing her sister and brother-in-law had been murdered by the Church of the Rising Sunset.


  Ali’s brothers never listened, never believed. Neither did anyone else.


  But Ali did.


  Because he remembered how on that night, when he was six, he’d awakened to a noise in the living room. His older brothers, twelve and fifteen, had been sound asleep.


  Their parents had gone out that night to some sort of a government meeting their mom had to cover. They were going to eat dinner after and come home. They’d left the two younger boys in the care of their eldest brother.


  The man Ali had seen rooting around in his mom’s desk had told him he was a friend of their mom’s and had been sent to get something from her desk. Then he’d told Ali to turn around, go to bed, and not wake up his brothers or his parents would be very mad at him.


  Then he remembered the sound of his brothers talking to the police in the predawn hours.


  How no one believed him when he told them about the man. Even when they couldn’t locate their mom’s work laptop, or any of her notes or backup drives that she’d kept in her desk in the living room.


  Everyone told him it was a bad dream.


  Except his aunt. She was the only one who’d believed him, and had told him not to tell anyone else that until he was an adult.


  Now, he’d tell everyone what a piece of shit Silo was.


  He couldn’t tie it back to his mom and dad for fear of revealing who he was. For fear of attracting Silo’s attention.


  Even now, he was piggybacked through some woman’s computer in the coffeehouse. Her password had been ridiculously easy to break. Okay, technically that was illegal, but she should have used a better password. If anyone did manage to make it through the layers of separation he’d meticulously laid down, they would point the blame on her, not him.


  Not that he was worried.


  Once he finished what he needed to do, he shut down and shoved his laptop into his messenger bag. He glanced at the woman who was still sitting in the corner, in a booth, earbuds in and foot tapping in time with whatever she was listening to on her phone. He couldn’t really tell what she looked like because of her surgical mask. He recognized her more because of her computer login ID alonegirl.


  He’d seen her in there quite a few times before, usually around the same time of day, and had piggybacked through her connection multiple times.


  Clueless.


  If anyone did track stuff back to her, he was confident she’d be cleared. She was definitely not a hacker in any way, shape, or form. One look at her computer would absolve her, and they’d know someone else had piggybacked through her.


  By that time, he would be long gone, no trace, using some other way to get through.


  He didn’t care. This was a one-time event in his life. The world was going to shit. He wanted to cash out and clear out, if necessary. Or he could hang around, pretend to be as shocked and outraged as the rest of the public, and silently snicker as he watched events unfold.


  This is for you, Mom and Dad.


  He stepped out into the humid Atlanta afternoon.


  


  * * * *


  


  Donna Epperson watched videos on her laptop. It had finally picked up again. For a while there, it was acting slow, like it was having trouble buffering the videos or something. Sometimes that happened. One of her friends told her it was likely due to how many people had been sharing the public sat-link connection in the coffee shop.


  She still had fifteen minutes to kill before heading back to her job. Most days, she worked a split shift at the bank. It was a pain in the ass to her schedule, but she made a little extra money per hour by doing it. She opened, worked until noon, took a three-hour break, and then worked until 9:00 p.m. And she had Fridays off.


  She could live with that. It was a better job than most people had.


  The only pain was she didn’t have a car, and if she tried to get home via public transit that time of day, she’d literally have ten minutes to turn around and get back to the bank.


  Thus the coffee shop two blocks from the bank had become her little home away from home. She saw a lot of the same people filter through on a regular basis, but had little contact with them.


  She preferred it that way. She didn’t even like having a lot of contact with her roommates, whom she’d been friends with since college.


  Growing up in a house shared by three generations and several branches of the same family meant she was tired of close quarters and forced interaction. Only having one roommate in college had been blissful.


  Now she had a room of her own in the two-bedroom apartment they’d shared for the past six years. She paid half of the rent instead of a third. That’d been the deal she’d made with her roommates to avoid having a fourth person in the apartment and sharing a room with them. It was worth it to her for the privacy. Yes, it meant nearly two hours on busses every day, but that was more time she could blip out for a while and ignore people.


  She had her fill of people at work.


  The rest of her time was just that—hers.


  She clicked through another news site. There was a kerfluffle about some televangelist in New Mexico whose wife had disappeared, and now there was a sex tape or something.


  Booorrring.


  She clicked into their human interest section. She didn’t want to hear news about Kite. She didn’t want to hear about people dying in that horrible accident in Barstow, or people killing each other in Los Angeles.


  It wasn’t that she didn’t care. She was overloaded. Too much stimulation. Since last July, she’d made a conscious decision not to watch or read bad news. Sure, she’d take precautions, she wasn’t an idiot.


  But she refused to immerse herself in everything bad going on in the world.


  Give her videos of cute dogs and cats, or good news, or even recipes, or travel videos of places she’d never be able to afford to go.


  Anything except bad news.


  One of her coworkers liked to tease her about that, tried to ambush her with the latest headlines as they started their mornings counting their tills.


  Donna ignored her. Or tried to, as best she could.


  Hey, she’d managed a scholarship to college, even if the only job she could get after graduation with a business degree was at a bank. She had a job. That was a lot more than many people could say.


  She had a little bit of savings built up. Again, more than a lot of people could say. Including her parents, who still shared a house with six other relatives.


  Her bills were paid every month, she could afford to go to the coffee shop every afternoon to relax, and she didn’t have a lot of worries many people did.


  In her mind, that made her damned lucky.


  It also meant she’d earned the right not to bombard herself with bad news, if she chose not to hear it.


  She saw a link about “drunk monkeys” and clicked it, then clicked away when she realized it was actually a story about people, not video of adorably intoxicated primates.


  Nope, you can’t force me to read news.


  She sipped at her latte and clicked on another link that led her a video of a bunch of dogs on water skis in Florida.


  That’s more like it.


  


  * * * *


  


  Bubba sipped his coffee as he read through the latest feeds crossing his notice. Someone sure as hell had a hard-on for Reverend Hannibal Silo in a bad way.


  Someone besides them.


  His first guess would be the wife, but based on what he’d seen come out about her “disappearance,” he wouldn’t think she had the skills or means to do what she’d done alone.


  She must have help.


  He smiled and reached for his coffee mug again. He’d like to find out who that someone was, get to know them, and possibly work out a deal to team up with them.


  They might need someone watching their six once the Reverend got his teeth into them. It didn’t smell like an intelligence operation, though. It smelled more like solo black-hat hacker stuff.


  I think life just got a little more interesting.


  


  


  THE END
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