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  Drunk Monkeys 7


  Ice Monkeys


  Atlanta will get a whole lot hotter when you add...the Drunk Monkeys.


  Donna’s eating her lunch and minding her own business when a case of mistaken identity puts her squarely in the sights of Rev. Silo’s hired guns. Now she’s on the run and in hiding with the Drunk Monkeys.


  Victor and Uni aren’t sure about the clueless bank teller at first...until she proves to them how invaluably smart she really is. They can’t release her until they find the real hacker posting incriminating evidence about Rev. Silo’s shenanigans. And even then, they might not want to.


  But an ice storm bearing down on Atlanta grinds everything to a halt. Terrifying events force Donna to re-evaluate her life and her priorities, and drive her into a tragic situation from which there’s no turning back. Unfortunately, nothing good comes without great cost. With the stakes turning deadly, will she lose one of her men before she even gets to know him?
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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 early October, 2143, fifteen months after TMFU—The Massive Fuckup—and only two weeks since last we left our armageddon in progress. TMFU is the military acronym to describe China’s nuclear shart of mass destruction in response to North Korea infecting a couple of thousand people with the Kite virus and then letting them loose over their northern border. They’d strong-armed fifteen scientists, now known as The List, to create the virus in the first place.


  Scientists who’d managed to escape North Korea just days before China’s gift of radioactive fireworks turned the country—and its population—into a bunch of smoking craters.


  Three of those scientists are now safely protected by the special ops team known as the Drunk Monkeys (aka SOTIF1).


  Unfortunately, one of the scientists from The List was killed in France, leaving eleven scientists still out “in the wild.”


  Kite, the drug and the virus, is spreading around the world with devastating consequences. In addition, political and economic unrest is turning up the heat under a boiling pot of shit soup and spilling over into the United States. Los Angeles has been destroyed. Barstow was deliberately blown up by the military to kill survivors of the LA earthquakes and riots, many of them people who had been exposed to Kite, in a futile attempt to stop the spread of the virus eastward across the country.


  Our intrepid Drunk Monkeys—and their women, and the three researchers from The List who are under their protection—have safely crossed the United States from their previous safe house in Seattle to the southwest coast of Florida. Settled into a secret base on an island just off-shore in the Gulf of Mexico, the researchers have been busy at work trying to formulate a vaccine against the Kite virus ravaging the globe. They picked the location because it was remote, but not too remote, and within an easy plane ride to Atlanta.


  Home of the Centers for Disease Control.


  In fact, plans are in the works for them to engage in an Atlanta mission and set up a remote base of operations there. Part of the problem lay in trying to figure out who is safe to approach within the CDC, who isn’t in the Reverend Hannibal Silo’s pocket.


  Because the scientists have a successful test vaccine against a non-lethal strain of Kite, due to one of the Drunk Monkeys, Doc, having caught and survived it. Finding Korey, a long-odds survivor of Silo’s LA Preachsearch Project, alive in Seattle helped forward their research.


  Unfortunately, she died. But not in vain. With the results they have from testing her blood and the antibodies she created against the virus, the scientists are close, so close, to cracking an effective vaccine that will work against the more lethal strains of the virus. They want to be able to take their findings to the CDC and release them to the world once they have a good vaccine.


  The problem is, they know if they reveal themselves and their findings too soon there’s a good chance the Reverend will try to snatch them and their research for himself.


  Oh, yes. Speaking of him, let us not forget the slimy Reverend Hannibal Silo, leader of the Church of the Rising Sunset, is behind a lot of Kite of both varieties making it to US shores.


  Silo sure has his slippery dick in a pickle, though. His plans to install a new, young, virginal wife in every one of his compounds have been placed on hold due to the pesky disappearance of his legal wife of forty years, Mary. Also on hold are his plans for his “Legacy Project,” to artificially inseminate thousands of women in exchange for giving them a guaranteed place in one of his fifteen church strongholds.


  Unfortunately, Silo’s plans hit a little…hiccup.


  Following four decades of sadistic torture at the hands of her husband, Mary Silo found her metaphorical balls. She weaned herself off the meds that were keeping her compliant and under Silo’s thumb, emptied funds into a secret bank account, and bolted at her first opportunity. She is now in hiding under an assumed alias in the St. Louis area.


  Even better? She secretly bought a cell phone and, before she left, took video and audio recordings of Hannibal and his sidekick, Jerald Arbeid. Not just that, but she also grabbed videos Hannibal had taken of himself and Mary together, where he’d detailed some of his heinous plans to her while abusing her. She has been sharing all of that lovely evidence with a blogger hacktivist, Ax, who has an ax of his own to grind against the Reverend for killing his parents.


  Oooh, yeah.


  Things are getting hellishly hot for Hannibal Silo.


  And it looks like no amount of praying will pull his bacon from that fire.


  It doesn’t help that Silo has been trying to put heat on the President to order General Arliss to bring in the Drunk Monkeys. Silo wants to put his hands on a vaccine for Kite so he can control it and use it to get himself elected President of the United States.


  Unfortunately for Silo, people are glomming onto his plans, making it far harder for him to operate. Especially while under police and media scrutiny regarding his wife’s mysterious disappearance.


  Silo’s also not so sure he can fully trust his right-hand man, Jerald, anymore.


  News flash—he can’t.


  Meanwhile, Silo is oblivious to the fact that Bubba, the Drunk Monkeys’ secret military intel weapon, has finally hacked into the church’s computer system and is pulling data to use against Silo. Bubba also wants to find the hacktivist blogger, hoping he’ll lead them to Mary Silo, who will help them take down Rev. Silo for good.


  Not that the Drunk Monkeys were already busy stopping an apocalypse or anything.


  Caught up? Good. Let’s pick up where we left off, shall we?


  Chapter Two


  


  When you absolutely, positively need a monkey’s special kind of skills during an apocalypse…


  


  It was a perfectly mild October Florida Friday…so far. While Uni sipped his coffee on the balcony of the research station, he stared down at the beach where Papa was visible in the purplish light and doing his pre-dawn tai chi routine. The Drunk Monkeys’ CO tried, when the day allowed, to do it every morning.


  Fortunately, they’d had some fairly calm days over the past couple of weeks while they hid out at the old island research station.


  The three scientists in their care, however, couldn’t say the same. They’d been frantically working around the clock, trying to develop a stronger Kite vaccine, ever since their arrival in Florida. They’d already had breakthroughs with some of the less virulent strains of the virus, but a solution to stop the deadliest strains still eluded them.


  They were close, though. So. Fucking. Close.


  Kite was still mutating. The evidence showed even more strains were cropping up in the US and in other parts of the world. Fortunately, nearly all of them less virulent than the worst strains.


  But a ninety-two-percent fatality rate still wasn’t great. Left to its own devices, the virus might burn itself through the entire human race before completely mutating to a non-lethal variation.


  Uni knew he should savor every last damn second of what amounted to a vacation to the Drunk Monkeys, but he couldn’t.


  He heard a door open behind him and his partner, Victor, walked out to join him on the balcony. They’d had day watches lately, but today was their day “off.”


  “The old man doing his tai chi?” Victor asked.


  Their CO was only 33, not exactly “old,” even though he was the second-oldest, next to Uncle.


  “Yeah. I don’t see how he can stay so calm.”


  “It’s his job to stay calm. Not like there’s much going on right now to knot his briefs.”


  “I hate holding patterns,” Uni muttered.


  “Join the club. At least you still have a job to do.” Victor took another sip of his coffee. “I’m a helo pilot with no helo.”


  “I thought Panda was going to start taking you up in the Derring and get you trained on that?”


  Panda was the “orphaned” pilot they’d picked up from McChord while they were hiding out in Seattle. Her three-man crew—and apparently most of her squad—had not survived El Segundo being overrun by rioters and Kiters. Her C-160 Zeus cargo transport plane had brought them all the way across the country, and now she was in a triad with Foxtrot and Kilo.


  “She is. We’re going out tomorrow.”


  “Why not today?”


  “She had to run up to MacDill with Foxtrot and Kilo to check on the Zeus. The mod squad had a few questions. They left as soon as they grabbed some chow.”


  “Ah.”


  Uni was their logistics specialist. He helped make sure their shit got where it was supposed to go, and assisted Omega, their group’s quartermaster, with acquisitions of supplies and equipment their unit or the scientists needed, as well as arranging their safe houses and other operations necessities.


  In fact, they were due for another grocery run that afternoon, even though Omega had already waved him off and said he didn’t need the help. Before they could begin their Atlanta part of the operation, their secret weapon, Bubba, had to finish nailing down a few details before they were sure it was secure and he could bring Uni and Omega into the equation to finish putting the field operation into effect.


  That couldn’t happen until they were one-hundred-percent sure that General Arliss’ food chain was free of moles, and that they knew exactly who in the Atlanta CDC wasn’t under Reverend Silo’s thumb.


  They had some possible locations lined up, but until Bubba gave them a go-ahead they’d have to wait. And Uni couldn’t hang around up there without something to do. Papa wanted as many people as possible in Florida, on the ground and able to help protect the scientists and their lab.


  Since Uni wasn’t actively working on their Georgia logistics, here he was.


  Uni hoped he would be asked to go back to Georgia soon to finish those arrangements. Right now, he was bored out of his mind, and boredom could easily be deadly.


  He wanted something to do.


  Something that didn’t involve going into the carefully cordoned-off lab area, of course. They’d been able to add a decontamination area and several layers of protection to help keep anything from escaping the lab.


  After Doc’s close brush with death by contracting a less severe form of Kite back in California, none of them wanted to risk exposure again.


  “So what are you going to do today to kill time?” Victor asked. “Not just going to go whack off, are you?”


  Uni gave his partner a disgusted scowl despite Victor’s good-natured grin. “Asshole. I’m thinking about taking one of the skiffs out and going fishing.”


  “I hear Pandora’s looking for help with the garden.”


  “Enjoy.” Uni drained the rest of his coffee. “I love that special snowflake, but I am not a gardener.”


  Uni pushed away from the railing and headed inside. Chief and Annie were sharing cooking duties this morning, and the smell of eggs scrambling had Uni’s stomach growling for something more substantial than coffee.


  


  * * * *


  


  Victor knew he shouldn’t be yanking Uni’s chain, but he was getting restless, too. It was looking like they’d be in Florida for at least the winter, if they were lucky.


  Sure, he could take watches and help with general duties around their island compound, but unless their gig involved flying a helo, he was pretty much twiddling his thumbs.


  He followed Uni into the room now functioning as their chow hall and all-purpose room. Several men who weren’t currently on watch were either eating or waiting their turn to get food. In addition to the twenty original men who formed their SOTIF unit—aka the Drunk Monkeys—six of the two-man teams had paired up with women, bringing their core number to twenty-six. Add to that Q, Canuck, and Sin—the code names of three doctors from The List who were working on trying to stop this damn Kite nightmare that they had unwillingly helped create—and they were almost at thirty.


  Their own little town, just about.


  Two other civvies had made the trip with them from Seattle, but they parted ways upon their safe arrival in south Florida, headed north toward Orlando to meet up with their own relatives.


  Victor got in line behind Uni and grabbed a mess kit. “Maybe I will go fishing with you. If you don’t mind the company.”


  Uni looked over his shoulder at Victor. “You hate fishing.”


  “I also hate gardening. If I have a choice, I’ll take fishing.”


  Uni smirked. “Been seeing snook between the island and mainland, especially around the bridge. We catch enough, it’s fresh fish for dinner for everyone.”


  “Just show me what to do.”


  “That’s what she said,” Uncle joked from where he sat at a table with his partner, Zed.


  Like them, Uncle and Zed had yet to luck out and pair up with a woman.


  Alpha, their second in command, walked in with a tablet in hand. “Oh, good, there you are.” He made a beeline for Victor and Uni.


  “Can we get chow first?” Uni asked. “’Cause I got a feeling you’re about to cancel my plans for the day.” Uni didn’t sound exactly upset about that, and Victor couldn’t blame him.


  “Yeah. Bubba just sent us some interesting information. He thinks those videos and audio files that were posted to the Internet about Reverend Silo might have originated in the Atlanta area.”


  Victor exchanged a confused glance with Uni. “No offense, but so? Lima’s our resident geek. Shouldn’t he be doing this?”


  “He’s going, too. I need you and Uni to go with him, Omega, and Chief up to Atlanta and scope things out. While you’re up there, you and Omega can finish the logistics on the Atlanta safe house.”


  Chief’s real name was Gia. She’d earned her moniker because she’d been a captain in the LASD, appointed chief by default at her station where they’d met her because the other ranking officers in her area had died or disappeared.


  That was just as Kite literally exploded in the LA area and she bugged out with them, partnered with Omega and Echo.


  “I didn’t think the Atlanta operation was a go yet?” Uni asked.


  “It’s not. This is a final scouting mission.”


  “Can I finish helping with morning mess first?” Chief asked without turning from where she stood at the stove. “Or do you need me now?”


  “I need you five to get with me and Papa once morning mess is wrapped up.”


  “Why her?” Victor asked. “No offense,” he called over to her.


  She flashed him a grin over her shoulder. “Don’t worry. I won’t spit in your eggs.”


  “Because she’s a cop and former military,” Alpha said. “You’ll need her skills on this mission.”


  “Fair enough,” Victor said.


  “Papa and I will debrief you all at the same time. The soonest you could leave is when Panda gets back from Tampa. That has to take precedence, since we need those mods done to get the plane back.”


  “Ya know, if we had a damn chopper here…” Victor arched an eyebrow at Alpha.


  “Oh, yeah, and that’s not something that would attract the slightest bit of attention, huh?” Alpha asked. “A chopper suddenly landing and taking off from here all the time? You don’t think that might pique people’s curiosity?”


  Their cover story was they were working with DHS and the DEA on a top-secret mission. That was the story law enforcement at all levels, from local to county to state to federal, had all been told to keep them clear of their island and prevent questions from being asked.


  The amphibious Derring 82X airplane they had could land on water or solid ground, but it was relatively small and quiet compared to a helicopter.


  “I’m just saying.”


  “Don’t worry. Omega is going to need Uni’s help. Bubba’s cleared us to get a satellite safe house facility ready. That’ll put you and Lima and Chief out in the field. You’ll get all the excitement you could hope for.”


  “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Victor muttered.


  Uni grinned at him. “Be careful what you wish for, dude.”


  “Shut the fuck up.”


  Chapter Three


  


  Donna Epperson enjoyed the silence of the apartment. It was Friday morning, meaning she had the day off and her two roommates were at work until later that evening.


  A smile filled her face.


  Blessedly empty.


  Having grown up in a cramped house with three generations and several branches of her family all stuffed under the same roof, this felt like owning a private luxury mansion in comparison.


  A room to herself. A bed to herself.


  Not that she wouldn’t mind a hunk to share her bed with, but the next best thing to having a hunk in her bed was not having to share it, or her room, with anyone.


  At least she’d been an only child. Her mom had made her father get a vasectomy, insisting one and done, especially since they didn’t even have a house of their own.


  Heck, her parents still lived in that house with six other people.


  Not a fraction as crowded as it’d been with seventeen people, adults and children, when she’d been a kid, but still too crowded for Donna’s tastes.


  Nope, she wanted to be alone.


  Donna sat up and stretched. Today she’d do her laundry, strip her bed and wash the sheets, too. Take a walk down to the store and back. She didn’t have a car, but she really didn’t need one. Even though the bank she worked at was in downtown Atlanta, she could get there via public transportation.


  Everything else she needed was within easy walking distance. It meant she could add more to her savings every month.


  If she needed the use of a car, she could always give her roommate Lisa gas money to take her somewhere, or borrow her car if Lisa was off that day. Besides, the day was gorgeous, an early October cool front having shoved the last of Georgia’s humid summer heat right out the door.


  The first thing she’d do would be to take a long, luxurious shower and use up all the hot water. Two things she couldn’t normally do, since they only had one bathroom in the apartment, and all three of them usually took morning showers.


  After her shower she wrapped her shoulder-length brown hair in a towel and walked out, naked, to the kitchen to pour herself a cup of coffee from what her roommates had left behind in the pot for her. She wasn’t seeing any grey in her hair yet at twenty-eight, but even when she did, she’d be hard-pressed to color it.


  There were far more important things to spend her money on, like savings.


  The last thing she wanted to do was have to move back in with her parents and her other relatives, with no privacy, no peace, no calm.


  She loved her family, but she didn’t like most of them very much. She definitely didn’t want to live with them.


  Her mom had even begged her to come over for dinner that evening, the family wanting to get together to discuss the current events and possibly prepare to leave the Atlanta area for some hunting cabin her uncle had inherited and supposedly been equipping for survival ever since last July’s blow-up in North Korea.


  No, thank you.


  Whatever this Kite disease was, the CDC would take care of it. People had panicked during the last flu outbreak, too, and it had fizzled. Yes, it was horrible what happened in LA and Barstow, but that was literally on the other side of the darn country. And North Korea was on the other side of the world. The flu and other epidemics always hit the third-world countries the hardest.


  This was Atlanta. A major US city. If her parents thought she’d ditch her job, when she actually had a relatively good job and so many people didn’t have jobs at all, they were nuts.


  Her Uncle Davis had always been one of those prepper kinds of people. Conspiracy theories, all that crap. She’d never been to his hunting cabin, but it was supposedly out in the middle of farking nowhere, northeast of Atlanta. He wanted them all to head there until things calmed down.


  Uh, what about a job?


  If they wanted to bug out, sure, let them. If they left her a car, she’d even stop by their house a couple of times a week to check on it for them during her lunch breaks at work.


  But she wasn’t going anywhere. Not without good reason.


  Not when there were dozens of job applicants filing resumes with Human Resources every week at her bank branch.


  She’d been damn lucky to get this job after college, and was slowly working her way up the ladder. She wouldn’t blow it by being irresponsible.


  And what, have to move back in with my family when nothing happens but then I’m out of a job? Thanks, but no thanks.


  By noon she’d gone to the grocery store, finished her laundry, remade her bed, finished her portion of the chores, and even put on a slow-cooker meal to have ready when her roommates returned home.


  Now, I can chill! Reading, or brain candy?


  They had basic cable and Internet as part of their rent package. She used the Internet to surf with her laptop and find every feel-good video she could put her eyes on. She steered clear of the news websites talking about Kite and pandemics and riots and…


  Shudder.


  Beyond local authorities in Atlanta telling them to use the face masks—which she did—and wash your hands and use hand sanitizer—which she also did—she wasn’t going to panic.


  Did they have extra food? Of course they did. Last winter’s ice storms were horrible, the worst in nearly fifty years. They were absolutely going to stay prepared for events like that. That was only prudent, and what local authorities had warned people should do.


  Duh.


  In what little “news” she’d allowed herself to absorb, Donna knew scientists and climatologists were blaming their wacky winter weather on the after-effects of China nuking North Korea.


  As they drew closer to winter, Donna and her roommates had increased their food stash and cycled through their canned goods like they were supposed to, and had three large plastic five-gallon jugs they could fill with water. They also had candles and flashlights and batteries that they cycled through as well. Those kinds of precautions were realistic and prudent, especially with fall upon them and that winter predicted to be as bad, if not worse, than the previous one.


  The brisk nip in the air that morning as she walked to the store had been enough to remind her of that.


  They added a little to their stores every week. In fact, she’d added four cans of tuna fish and six cans of soup to their stockpile today, and used two cans of green beans from it for the slow cooker dinner now simmering on the kitchen counter.


  Fortunately, her roommates were just as level-headed as she was in that regard. Be prepared. Don’t take any stupid risks. One of the many reasons she loved them so much and they got along so well together.


  Donna turned off the videos, broke out her Kindle to read, and relaxed to enjoy what was left of her day off alone, happy in her blissful ignorance.


  


  * * * *


  


  Lisa arrived home first, a little after six. “Mmm, that smells good!” she said. “What is it?”


  “Ground beef casserole. Sorry I couldn’t get a good deal on a better cut of meat.”


  “No, it smells great. Thanks.” Lisa headed to the bedroom she shared with Ginny to drop her stuff. They had the larger bedroom, which was only fair, since it was two of them sharing it.


  Donna was grateful she didn’t have to share. Worth every extra penny she paid in rent to avoid that, too.


  Maybe one day she’d find a guy, but it wasn’t a priority for her. It seemed most of the eligible guys who weren’t total douchenozzles had enlisted in the military, or were married, or were gay.


  She’d rather be blissfully alone than settle for less than she wanted. Besides, with her crazy work schedule, it didn’t leave time for much socializing.


  Donna was getting ready to get up and join Lisa in the kitchen when her cell rang. She glanced at the screen before answering it.


  Ugh. “Hi, Mom.”


  “Aunt Cheryl said she’d come pick you up if I can get you to change your mind about dinner.”


  Donna walked into the kitchen, where Lisa was ladling herself a bowl of the thick, stew-like concoction. “No, thanks, Mom. Already ate.”


  She had to fight to keep from giggling as Lisa made an expression of mock-horror and waggled her fingers at her in a shame-shame motion. They all knew Donna was not only a terrible liar, but that she hated lying.


  “Please, honey. Things are getting horrible all over the world and—”


  “Mom. LA is how many thousands of miles away? Look, if there were any danger, they would have been telling us. I’m sorry, but I’m in the middle of trying to start a load of laundry and I need to get this done. Love you! Say hi to Dad for me. Bye!”


  Donna hung up before her mom could get another word in edgewise, then set her phone to silent mode and put it on the counter in case her mom tried calling her back.


  Lisa giggled. “Holy crap. Two lies to your mom in less than a minute. What’s up?”


  “Same old stuff.” Donna grabbed a bowl and dished herself out a portion. She faked her mom’s high-pitched voice. “The world’s coming to an end! Disaster! Destruction! Run for your lives!” She changed back to her own voice. “I swear, you’d think they’d listen to reason, but they won’t. Guess that’s why they’ve been stuck living with Uncle Davis and Aunt Cheryl all these years.”


  “I haven’t heard anything new lately. SSDD—same precautions they’ve been warning us about. The only things the people in our department are concerned with are trying to get three more salt trucks before winter hits.” Lisa was a bookkeeper working for the City of Atlanta in their maintenance department. “They’ve had me squeezing every last penny I can out of our budget all week. My head’s killing me.”


  “See? I figured if anyone would know, it’d be you.”


  “Parents worry. It’s their job, or so I’ve been told.” Lisa leaned against the counter and stared into her bowl. Her mom had died when she was four and her father, who’d been in the military, had died when she was ten. She’d been raised by an aunt who’d only cared about the cash benefits from the government, until Lisa turned eighteen and they ran out.


  At least Lisa had been eligible by default for government grants for college, which was where Donna had met her and Ginny.


  “Sorry,” Donna said. “I guess I shouldn’t bitch about them like that.”


  Lisa snorted. “No, you should totally bitch about them like that. I agree, your family is a little off the deep end about the world’s sitch. I can’t blame you for not wanting to deal with them.”


  They both looked up at the sound of the front door opening.


  “Hey, yo. Oooh, what is that I smell?” Ginny didn’t even detour to the bedroom first. She dropped her stuff on the couch and headed straight for their small kitchen.


  “Oh, nom!” She leaned in and kissed Donna and Lisa on the cheeks. “Maybe we can have a straight three-way marriage, huh?” She grabbed a bowl. “You both take such good care of me.”


  Ginny was absolved from any cooking duties by default.


  Any.


  She could burn boiled water. And not for lack of trying on her part. She’d tried to learn how to cook and failed miserably at it. Her main chore was always cleaning up the kitchen after dinner to make up for her utter lack of culinary skills.


  Raised by a single dad who’d died of the flu during her freshman year in college, she’d been too busy studying to try to figure out how to do more than nuke leftovers her dad kept in the fridge. From ten on, when her mom had died of the flu, Ginny had basically raised herself while he’d worked two jobs to keep a roof over their heads and food in their mouths.


  Lisa was black, light brown skin and gorgeous green eyes reflecting her mixed-race heritage of her black mother and white father. She kept her curly, naturally reddish brown hair close-cropped by both choice and financial prudence. Ginny was a pale, freckled redhead with blue eyes the color of a winter Georgia sky.


  Between Lisa and Donna, they managed to keep Ginny from starving to death. In the six years they’d shared the apartment since graduating from college, the three twenty-eight-year-olds had become more family than just friends and roommates. The sisters none of them ever had growing up, even better because they were sisters by choice.


  “You missed Donna lying to her mom on the phone,” Lisa teased. “Twice in the same phone call.”


  Ginny turned. “Oooh! Put that one in the record books. Are they still insisting the world’s going to end?”


  Donna groaned. “Yeah.”


  That was another reason Donna wouldn’t leave. No way she’d leave her two besties behind, even if there was a damn good reason to go. The one time she’d slightly humored her mom and asked questions about her uncle’s crazy bug-out plan, her mom had flat-out told her there wouldn’t be room for Ginny or Lisa at the cabin. Family only, in not so many words.


  That alone was reason enough for Donna not to want anything to do with the plan.


  Because as far as she was concerned, Lisa and Ginny were her family. No way in hell would she ever leave them behind.


  


  * * * *


  


  None of the three women had to work weekends. Donna had worked at the bank long enough to gain seniority to move off weekend shifts, especially since she was willing to work an odd split shift that had her at the bank from nine in the morning until nine at night, with a three-hour lunch break in the afternoon.


  After dinner was finished and Ginny washed dishes, the three of them settled in the living room to watch TV.


  Lisa had the remote and the TV ended up on a news channel.


  “Reverend Hannibal Silo of the Church of the Rising Sunset today announced that he’s increased the reward amount to one hundred thousand dollars in the—”


  “Nooo!” Donna groaned. “Come on, we agreed Friday nights are news-free zones. Please?”


  Lisa smirked. “Fine.” She started channel surfing again. “What if a disaster happens?”


  “Then I’m sure you two will tell me, but please, not tonight, huh?”


  Ginny giggled. “I’ve never seen someone so desperate to not be informed of the world’s events.”


  “I have enough stress to deal with at work. I don’t need useless information cluttering my brain. They tell me a boat full of Kite-infected people showed up in Savannah, okay, I’ll listen. Or if they end up carting several people into the CDC facility here with Kite, maybe. Right now, it’s ‘out there’ and I don’t need bad news in here.” She waved her hands in a circle in front of her. “This is a bubble of positivity. Come on, you guys promised.”


  Ginny worked as a claim processor at a health insurance company call center. “In all seriousness, I haven’t heard of any calls coming in locally about Kite,” she said.


  “See?” Donna felt vindicated. “Look how everyone panics when a new flu strain is identified. The media goes batshit stirring up fear about vaccine shortages to boost their ratings and bolster the pharmaceutical companies’ bottom line. That’s all this is now, except there’s some pretty dramatic shit going on for them to raise their rabble about.”


  Lisa arched an eyebrow. “Raise their rabble?”


  “You know what I mean.” Donna pointed at the TV, where Lisa had landed on a rerun of a popular sitcom. “How about that? That’s good. Fun. Laughter. That’s what the world needs right now is way more laughter. Laughter is the best medicine, right? I’ve worked my ass off to get to a point in my life where I can choose to laugh and focus on the positives if I want to.”


  Chapter Four


  


  Mary Silo stared into the mirror and laughed.


  A stranger laughed back. Someone who felt like a stranger for now, at least, but a woman she was coming to know better with every day that passed.


  Every day of freedom.


  The garage apartment she’d rented three weeks ago wasn’t exactly ritzy compared to the home she’d left behind when she’d escaped New Mexico, but she loved it. The homeowners had illegally converted the space into a furnished efficiency apartment to bring in income. It had a working sink, toilet, and shower. She had a hot plate, a small refrigerator, a microwave, a bed, a dresser, a closet, and a small desk. Heat and air-conditioning. It was clean and bug-free.


  And that’s all she cared about.


  More importantly, it was within walking distance of downtown St. Louis, where she spent most of her days. As far as her landlords knew, she worked for a cleaning service. She still had her car but kept it parked over a half a mile away. She could easily get to it for emergencies and she moved it every couple of days to keep it from getting towed. She didn’t want it parked close to her hideout. That way, if someone managed to track it to her, they couldn’t easily find her.


  She spent most of her time away from the apartment, either in a coffee shop or some other building with free Wi-Fi, or sitting on a park bench and enjoying her freedom, staring at the Mississippi river.


  Her landlords hadn’t asked her many questions, other than if she could pay her rent in cash, in advance, every month. No security deposit, either.


  For backstory, she claimed she was an abused wife who’d escaped her husband in Chicago, and she was in hiding until she could save up enough money to file for divorce.


  Close enough to the truth.


  The fake ID her contact had obtained for her had her new picture, the one with her short, blue-black hair spiked a little, and the wide smile. She’d also worn reading glasses for the picture, which changed her looks even more dramatically.


  She didn’t need to work. She had a considerable cash cushion so that, if she was careful, she wouldn’t need to make any withdrawals for a while. That money she kept hidden in a money belt around her waist.


  Shopping in thrift stores for clothes far younger in style than the boring, matronly dresses Hannibal had forced her to wear was also fun.


  I guess I should thank him for the restricted calorie diet.


  Hannibal had always insisted her weight stay within a certain range. Hard to do when he’d kept her doped up for so long and physical exercise was damned near impossible for her.


  Now she could still fit in sizes and styles designed for much younger women.


  Apropos, because she felt like a much younger woman.


  Hell, she even looked like one now. She could easily pass for mid-forties instead of almost sixty. All the walking she was doing every day helped tone her muscles in ways they hadn’t been in years.


  Most importantly—no one would take a second look at her and even think she might be Mary Silo.


  She didn’t even think of herself as Mary Silo any longer.


  Her new chosen name fit her much better, in her opinion.


  Kali Enyo.


  Yes, she was well aware of the symbolism of both the names.


  It wouldn’t be long before Hannibal Silo was crushed beneath her feet, annihilated for his sins.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kali, as she thought of herself now to make sure she didn’t screw up, took precautions. Her contact had pointed her to websites educating her on how to disguise her electronic tracks.


  She never contacted the man from the Wi-Fi at home. She always used public connections and cloaked her presence through IP masking, using incognito browser windows, and never from the same location two days in a row.


  Once she gained more skills in that area, being able to electronically mask her tracks, she might be able to pull it off. But her contact, who still didn’t want to give her his name, warned her it was far better to use an overabundance of caution for now.


  Not even that man—she guessed it was a man—knew exactly where she was. She’d used a couple of mail drops outside of St. Louis to receive the fake ID and other paperwork from him. She wouldn’t go back to those, either.


  With every passing day, she grew more convinced she could trust him, but she wasn’t an idiot. Had he been working for Hannibal, he would have ratted her out long before now and cashed in on the ever-increasing reward her husband was offering for any information on her whereabouts.


  Which was another issue. She’d needed to learn how to take care of herself. Protect herself.


  That’s why she’d attended a gun show the week before and bought, for cash, a 9mm handgun from a private seller standing outside and holding up a sign, meaning no background check needed.


  She didn’t even know if the gun was legal.


  She also didn’t care.


  After visiting a couple of different gun ranges and practicing with it, she felt comfortable enough handling it. She bought extra ammo and mags and carried the gun in a holster concealed under her shirt.


  A nearby gym was holding a self-defense class for women next week. She’d signed up for that, too.


  All of that, of course, played into the whole story of her having been an abused wife.


  Her landlords were, fortunately, not followers of Hannibal Silo and his Church of the Rising Sunset. Both of them worked two jobs and barely had time for sleep, much less religion.


  As long as she paid her rent in a timely fashion, didn’t disturb them while they were trying to sleep, and kept the apartment clean, they didn’t care what she did.


  They damn sure didn’t suspect she was worth over a hundred thousand dollars in reward money at that point.


  Luckily for her.


  Shortly after Kali had arrived in St. Louis, her contact helped her create a new account at a totally different offshore bank.


  She’d taken a risk—a huge one—on trusting him with her money. But when she’d first initiated contact with him, she told him she’d let him make whatever money he wanted off the evidence she’d provide him with as long as he helped her stay hidden.


  Fair trade. He stood to gain a lot from the transaction, and fortunately her trust hadn’t been misplaced.


  He’d made the transaction look like it originated from a server based in Dallas, sending the money to a Swiss account.


  Then he’d handed that back to her, allowing her to set up yet another account in her new identity.


  He warned her it probably was safe to make withdrawals from the account he’d created, but to never use the same ATM twice, try to drive far from the places she frequented to use ATMs to keep people from getting close to her, and to space the withdrawals out as far apart as she could. That if she needed credit cards, to use cash to buy pre-paid ones locally and use them sparingly, dumping each card once the balance on it was used up. He’d also tried to educate her about MacCoin accounts, that she should learn how to use them and transfer funds to there and then back to herself to help hide the money.


  She would, eventually. But for now she didn’t need those steps.


  So much for Kali to learn. Being an eager and willing student, she felt light years away from the mousey, cowed, abused woman she’d been just a few months earlier.


  Her awakening complete, all this budding goddess had to do was patiently bide her time and wait things out.


  Oh, she was still Mary Silo, heir to the Church of the Rising Sunset’s fortune. Legally, she could walk into an attorney’s office, file for divorce, and take Hannibal to the cleaners.


  She didn’t want to do that, though.


  She wanted his heart in her hands.


  Preferably warm and still beating and freshly ripped from his chest, with his hot blood dripping down her arms.


  Then, maybe, she’d call it a start.


  She damn sure wouldn’t call them even. Not by a long shot.


  


  * * * *


  


  It was Friday night in St. Louis, so Kali settled in her apartment with a microwaved dinner and watched the tiny TV she’d bought for cash at a pawn shop. She got a cable connection as part of her rent.


  This was heaven. She could watch what she wanted to watch, when she wanted to watch it, without it having to be approved by Hannibal Silo first. He used to tell her nurses not to let her watch any news or movies or shows that might “upset” her, meaning she was mostly limited to children’s shows or educational programming.


  Now she could eat what she wanted, when she wanted, without it having to come from a pre-approved menu.


  She could think and dress and move and act any damn way she pleased without fear of Hannibal punishing her later in bed.


  Even knowing Hannibal was scouring the world for her, Kali could sleep easy. Bringing her in now would be the worst thing Hannibal could do.


  Didn’t mean she wanted him to bring her in. She had no idea what instructions had been issued, if they’d dope her up and keep her restrained, or maybe even kill her.


  If the police managed to capture her, she’d scream long and loud and demand to speak with an attorney and instruct him or her to give whatever media outlet paid the most complete and unfettered access to her.


  And then she’d sing.


  Oooh, how she’d sing.


  The only reason she wasn’t singing now was that she wanted the pleasure of watching from the outside as she and her anonymous contact slowly dismantled Hannibal’s carefully constructed web of lies piece by piece. Watching Hannibal scramble to make excuses. Knowing that his unholy plans were now on hold.


  Enjoying him looking increasingly unsettled with each interview he gave about her disappearance.


  Oh, others might not notice it, but she did. She was an expert on the monster and his moods. Hannibal was now slowly coming apart at the seams because something he’d thought was a sure thing was no longer under his control.


  Something he’d counted on was no longer guaranteed.


  Her.


  The flaw in his slaw.


  The fly in his ointment.


  And, hopefully soon, the knife in his back.


  Or his balls.


  She knew she had enough evidence to send Hannibal to jail for life. She didn’t want him in jail, if she could avoid it.


  She couldn’t touch him in jail.


  She couldn’t hurt him in jail.


  She’d much rather watch the wounded animal run around in helpless circles for a while before gutting him and relishing the sight of him bleeding out before her.


  Literally or metaphorically, she wasn’t choosy.


  But putting him in jail right now wasn’t even a sure thing.


  So she’d be patient and stalk the hunter, this former prey reborn as Kali.


  


  * * * *


  


  The next morning, Kali went to a library and used a public computer terminal there to do more studying on Internet anonymity, safety, and privacy.


  She’d already backed up all her evidence from the original phone, and the video files she’d taken from Hannibal’s personal desktop computer, onto external hard drives and in the cloud.


  One hard drive was safely stashed in a mailbox, paid up for two years. A “failsafe,” as her contact told her it was called.


  Insurance.


  Should anything happen to her, all she had to do was give the information out, and tell someone the location and combination of the mailbox, and it would be all over for Hannibal.


  Even her contact had urged her not to give him everything at once. That doling it out little by little was far more effective.


  He was teaching her, instructing her.


  Wanted her to trust him.


  He was right, of course. She wanted Hannibal to play into her hands, in her time and in her way.


  Plus, right now, she was just having too damned much fun enjoying her freedom.


  This made the months of terrible headaches and agony of weaning herself off the drugs well worth it.


  After a horribly failed attempt stopping the meds all at once and making herself sick, she’d started eliminating a dose here and there, working through all of the crap, medication by medication. Trying to go cold-turkey on every drug she was on at the same time had been too much to handle, even though her body had started becoming far more resistant to the doses than Hannibal or Dr. Isley had thought.


  Once she’d started the process of weaning herself from them, she refused to go back. That would have been ceding one more victory to Hannibal and she knew it, even if he hadn’t, at the time.


  Hannibal Silo took a lot of things from her over the years, things she’d too easily surrendered.


  Her freedom, her peace of mind, her trust…


  Her ability to have children.


  All that mattered was the end-game. The final result.


  When all was said and done, she’d make sure that final result was the world knowing what kind of evil creature Hannibal Silo really was, and ensuring no one else had to suffer under him the way she had.


  So help me God.


  Chapter Five


  


  “We’re not in Kansas anymore,” Victor quipped late Friday afternoon as they unloaded their gear from the Derring 82X at the small private general aviation airfield just outside of Macon.


  “Thank Christ,” Uni muttered.


  “Where’s our bird?” Victor asked. Ever since he’d heard they’d be picking up a helo, he felt perky, ready to go.


  Useful.


  Sitting around did not set well with him. Yes, he was part of the unit, the team. Yes, he had other things he could do, like take watches.


  It wasn’t flying.


  Uni looked around. “I don’t know. Let me go find it.” He jogged off toward the small building that apparently functioned as the terminal.


  They had a Johnson-Meriweather Gen 2 helo that had been obtained for them by Bubba and was supposed to be awaiting their arrival. It would hold eight and gear, meaning the five of them would have no problem fitting inside it.


  And Victor could finally fly again, in command instead of co-pilot to Panda and her fixed-wing birds both great and small.


  The other pilot smiled at him, apparently sensing his eagerness. “You helo jockeys are crazy,” she said. “Those birds stop working, you’re jerking the stick on a really big, shiny rock. At least I can glide.”


  “The Zeus will glide about as good as a brick, it ever dies on us,” Victor shot back.


  “Ooh, someone’s dick got stepped on,” Chief joked.


  “Just be glad Bubba finagled us a helo,” Omega cautioned Victor. “We’ll need it here. It’ll save us time. A lot of time.”


  “Where do we pick up the vehicles?” Lima asked. They were supposed to have at least two of those, too.


  “They’re waiting for us at the other airfield,” Omega said. “The one closer to our temporary location.”


  “Why didn’t we just land there then?” Chief asked.


  “Because,” Victor explained, “we don’t want anyone knowing anything more about us than necessary. Like the Derring. The field we’re flying into is popular with helos that do a lot of service in and around Atlanta anyway. It will be less suspicious.”


  “You lost me,” Chief said.


  “Lots of executives who live in the ’burbs,” Omega explained to her. “Instead of commuting with the ‘common man,’ they use private and charter helos to fly them into and out of downtown Atlanta. Lots of the high-rises have helipads on the roofs.”


  “Most of them do,” Victor said. “Not to mention law enforcement and traffic helos.”


  “Oooh, so does that mean we’re upscaling it for a while?” Chief teased.


  “For now, yes,” Omega said. “We’re renting a private house. Once we finalize the arrangements for the satellite safe house, we’ll move there.”


  “Unless we need to bug out first,” Lima said. “No telling what we’ll uncover at the CDC.”


  Uni returned to them, a luggage cart in tow. “Found it,” he said. “We’re all set.” He tossed a set of keys to Victor. “It’s your show now, partner.”


  “Finally.”


  Panda smiled. “Have fun, guys. I’ll see you when you’re ready to come back.”


  They grabbed their gear, loaded it onto the cart, and moved away from the airplane. Panda climbed inside the Derring, closed the hatch, and a few minutes later the twin engines roared to life. Shortly thereafter she was taking off, heading south again.


  It took Victor fifteen minutes to do a thorough pre-flight check on the helo, go over all the external hatches, remove the straps and tie-downs, and make sure everything was ship-shape. While he did that, the others stowed and secured their gear and prepared to take off again.


  He hadn’t flown this exact model before, but he had over a hundred hours on one close enough to it. Sure enough, when he settled in the cockpit, strapped in, and went through the rest of his pre-flight checklist, he had no trouble negotiating the controls or instruments. He’d already plugged their destination into his aviation app on his tablet, which interfaced with the on-board nav system. He’d have no problems finding the other airfield.


  Settling the headset over his ears, he glanced over his shoulder. “What? No one wants to co-pilot with me?”


  Uni rolled his eyes and unstrapped to come forward and take his place riding shotgun. “There. You happy?” he asked as he donned his headset.


  “I am now.” Victor reached up and hit the starter, unable to contain his grin as the cylinders fired over and caught and the engine started spooling up. Through the windshield, he watched the main rotor’s shadow begin to spin over the tarmac.


  Less than a minute later, they were in the air and heading northwest. Their destination was a small airfield not too far outside of Peachtree City. Sure enough, when they arrived they found the two SUVs Bubba had obtained for them waiting there, the keys with the receptionist at the small terminal building.


  They also had a rented space for the chopper awaiting them. Their “company” now had an account at the airfield, meaning the bird would be fueled up and waiting for them whenever they needed it.


  Good ole’ Bubba.


  If it wasn’t for his guardian angel status, their mission likely would have failed months earlier. His past history serving in military intel under General Arliss meant they had invisible eyes everywhere. Eyes that Silo and his operatives knew nothing about.


  Uni drove their SUV while Victor rode shotgun. Lima had climbed into the lead SUV with Omega and Chief. They arrived at their temporary digs less than twenty minutes later.


  Victor couldn’t believe it when he climbed out. “You’re shitting me, right?”


  Uni grinned. “Bubba felt sorry for us. Besides, it’s only five of us. A lot less conspicuous. The owners of this house frequently rent it short-term to business customers.”


  Their current cover was that they were “security consultants.” That would encompass a wide variety of situations which might arise.


  The house was gorgeous, nestled in a quiet, upscale neighborhood full of large, sprawling oak trees that shaded the quiet roads. It turned out to have three bedrooms, for once giving them enough space, and three full baths. Plus a heated pool and hot tub. Fully furnished, too, all they needed to do was go on a grocery run.


  “Hot damn, it almost makes you wish you could forget about the apocalypse,” Chief joked as she sank onto the sofa. “This is fantastic.”


  “Echo’s going to be jealous he had to stay behind,” Lima teased.


  “Well, then he should have been a computer geek like you,” Chief shot back. She flopped over onto her side, her short legs not even touching the floor now. “Heaven. Absolutely heaven.”


  Victor exchanged a glance with Uni. The men were no strangers to sharing a bed with each other to sleep, but it’d been too damn long since they’d had a woman of their own to take up the empty space in the middle.


  “Dibs on the bedroom farthest from the master bedroom,” Victor said as he picked up his ruck and headed down the hallway.


  Lima groaned. “Dammit. Why didn’t I think of that?”


  “I don’t know, smart-guy,” Victor called back. “You’re the geek genius.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Uni was glad Victor had called dibs on the bedroom. Not that he wasn’t happy for Omega, Echo, and Chief, but he didn’t want to have to listen to two of the threesome getting it on a wall away.


  He followed Victor down the hall and stopped in the doorway.


  “Please tell me my eyes aren’t deceiving me, and that’s a king-sized bed?”


  Victor grinned, dropped his crap, and belly-flopped onto the middle of the bed where he did horizontal jumping jacks. “No waking up on top of each other for a few nights.”


  “Holy crap.” Yes, they were a special ops unit, used to and perfectly capable of operating in the roughest, most godforsaken terrain and conditions that existed on the planet.


  Didn’t mean they didn’t enjoy creature comforts once in a while. After months of sleeping on bedrolls, a real bed in a nice house where they wouldn’t have to wait an hour to S-S-and-S was a rare treat indeed.


  “Move over, asshole,” Uni said as he lay down on one side of the bed.


  Victor rolled onto the far side and waved. “Hellooo, over there,” he joked.


  “Don’t get too comfy, gents,” Lima called out from the hallway. “We need to go do some scouting.”


  “Five minutes,” Victor called. “Please?”


  “We have a little longer than that,” Lima said, now standing in the doorway of their bedroom. “Just no napping. We’re going to drive into the city this evening for a look around on the ground once rush hour traffic calms down.”


  “Why?”


  “I want to see the layout and confer with Bubba. See what kind of roof access he can get us to different buildings with helipads that are closest to our suspected locations.”


  “Is he even sure this person is in Atlanta?” Victor asked.


  “Yeah, or we wouldn’t be here. Said it took him a while, because the hacker is good at what they do. We need to bring them in.”


  “Why?”


  “Because they are good at what they do, and because they might be able to lead us to Mary Silo.”


  “Might?” Uni asked.


  “Well, likely. At least help us narrow the search. If we have Mary Silo, combined with all the evidence Bubba has pulled from the church’s servers, it’ll seal Silo’s doom so Arliss can get him out of our way and have him taken out by secret executive order, if necessary. Otherwise, they try arresting him and pressing charges, he’ll simply slide his slimy way free via the legal system.”


  Uni and Victor exchanged a glance. “I don’t understand why we’re waiting,” Uni said. “Wouldn’t it just be easier to go kill the fucker? Take him out with extreme prejudice? We are pretty good at doing that. It’s kind of our gig.”


  “It would normally,” Lima agreed. “Except Bubba is worried about a possible failsafe.”


  “Like what?”


  “Like maybe releasing more Kite virus into the wild.”


  “Shit,” both men said.


  Lima nodded. “Shit sandwich times infinity. Bubba and Arliss want all our ducks in a row for when the scientists come up with a vaccine. Push the vaccine out to the world as fast as possible to as many people as possible, and at that point take Silo down in whatever way possible. But not before, if we can help it. Unless Mary Silo knows for sure whether or not Silo has a failsafe in place. Another reason we need to find her.”


  Uni sat up. “So much for enjoying this assignment. Can we at least grab chow in a real restaurant tonight?”


  “I think we can arrange that,” Lima said.


  


  * * * *


  


  Uni actually was still looking forward to this assignment. He wanted to get a feel for the terrain since they’d be spending a lot of time in Atlanta at the CDC. Lima had been put in charge for this mission, even though Omega outranked all of them. Uni and Omega would also use this opportunity to give Bubba boots-on-the-ground feedback to help get their CDC mission logistics confirmed.


  After grabbing showers and changing into civvie clothes, they climbed into the SUVs and headed toward downtown. Victor drove this time so Uni could study maps on his tablet.


  “So if we catch this guy,” Victor said, “we do…what, exactly, with him?”


  “Or girl,” Uni said without looking up from the tablet. “Might be a woman. Would make sense with the outrage they’re stirring up about how Silo treated his wife.”


  “Doesn’t answer my question.”


  “We inform them that their only option is to accept our ‘assistance.’”


  “Or?”


  “Or we deliver them to MacDill and they end up sitting naked inside a windowless room somewhere until they decide to help. There really isn’t another option. Once we locate them, they’re coming with, like it or not.”


  “Ah. Just wanted to know.”


  “We’re going to try the altruistic approach first, of course. Promise them safety, and that they are allowed to continue selling the videos and making money off them. That we’ll even feed them more info to help sweeten the pot, and offer them both protection as well as a secure location to work from.”


  “And if that doesn’t work, we cuff and stuff them?”


  “Right.” Uni swiped through a map page on his tablet before he looked up and glanced around. “You’re going to get to do a lot of flying when we kick the CDC portion of the festivities into action. You realize that, right?”


  “Damn, I hope so. I’m sick and tired of sitting around. I need to be doing what I’m good at.”


  “The CDC has three helipads on their research facility building. Once we are at that point, you’ll be flying personnel back and forth directly from the satellite safe house to the CDC.”


  “What? Really?”


  “We’re looking for a large, isolated place. There are several industrial complexes and even a couple of farms we’re checking out. Bubba’s trying to figure out the best way to go.”


  “What happened to not being conspicuous?”


  “Won’t be conspicuous once we set things up right. Choppers fly into and out of the CDC every day now. Bringing in personnel, supplies, samples, things like that. It’s our end we’ll have to nail down.”


  “They’re not moving all the research up here, are they?” Victor asked.


  “No. We don’t want to give up the Florida safe house. But we need a closer proximity to make it easier to transfer personnel, data, and results to the CDC.”


  “Is Arliss sure it’s safe now? Did they get all of Silo’s moles out of the CDC?”


  “That’s above our pay grade,” Uni said. “I can only hope so and go by what Bubba’s told us. He hasn’t steered us wrong yet.”


  Chapter Six


  


  Ali Xavier, known as Ax to his hacker buddies, stared at his laptop screen. This Saturday morning, he sat perched in a different coffee shop than he normally used during the week. After he finished here, he’d have to go put in ten hours at his day job, doing systems admin for a beer bottling plant.


  He was good at hiding his electronic footprints. But with the tension amping over each item he posted online about Reverend Silo, he knew people would likely be coming after him.


  He couldn’t risk being found.


  As an extra precaution, he’d even switched to posting the items from an old laptop he’d purchased from a pawn shop, hacked into the BIOS and motherboard, and changed its MAC address so it couldn’t be traced back to him.


  Making sure Mary Silo stayed safe was his top priority. He’d feel horrible if this was tracked back to her and her location in St. Louis. Even he didn’t know exactly where she was, and he didn’t want to know.


  He couldn’t reveal what he didn’t know.


  He might not have been able to do anything to help his parents, but he wouldn’t let Hannibal Silo’s goons kill anyone else if he could protect them. He liked Mary, from what he’d gotten to know about her. She was a little older than his own mom would have been had Hannibal Silo not had his parents murdered.


  Okay, yeah, he’d admit he had more than just the obvious reasons for wanting Mary to succeed. He didn’t have a mom anymore. With Aunt Cora dead, there was no one else who shared his soul-deep loathing of Rev. Hannibal Silo except Mary.


  Excuse me, Kali.


  Yes, her newly chosen name had made him giggle. He’d looked up the meaning.


  So fitting.


  He hoped she killed the guy. He wouldn’t mind helping her with that chore, either. From what he’d conversed with her via e-mails and chat, he could tell her rage at the man burned even more brightly than his own.


  As well it should, based on the nausea-inducing videos and audio she’d given him, no strings attached other than helping her stay hidden until she was ready to reveal herself. Ax was free to profit—with her blessings—from the footage, and she would sign any affidavits or releases he needed to help prove their authenticity.


  Hannibal Silo was a monster of the worst kind. Silo believed he was entitled to fleece people and rule them at his will. He wasn’t doing God’s work. He was the very same false Messiah he claimed to warn people about.


  Not that Ax believed in that stuff. Any faith he might have had in a higher power died the night his parents lost their lives. No loving God would have let someone like Hannibal Silo take the lives of two good people and go about getting richer in the wake of their deaths.


  Ax flexed his fingers and shook his hands out. He’d already had three energy drinks that morning, needing the extra caffeine to keep him going. Glancing around the coffee shop over the top of his cloth surgical mask, he studied the other patrons before he started typing.


  Today there were several easy marks to choose from, including two who used password as their actual password.


  Frankly, they deserved it for him to piggyback through their connection to get onto the Internet if they were that lazy.


  Grateful for the surgical mask that hid his smile when he logged into his MacCoin exchange account, he nearly giggled.


  Over ninety thousand dollars had been deposited into his account overnight by three different news agencies seeking permission to use some of the clips and to access the longer versions.


  Each of them promising more money if he could deliver more evidence. He suspected it wouldn’t take much to get a bidding war going between them for exclusive rights.


  He quickly transferred the money several times before converting it into US dollars and dropping it into a secure offshore account. Then he logged into another Dark Web anonymous server and made it look like he was sending the video files from a connection in the UK.


  That done, he quickly dropped off, logged out of everything, and packed up to leave. He didn’t want to hang around any longer than necessary. No sense taking chances. Part of him wanted to release a lot more evidence to the world, but he was realistic. If he released it all at once, the story would die down, buried beneath the growing Kite epidemic and other world troubles.


  If he dribbled it out too slowly, no one would care because of the growing Kite epidemic and other world troubles.


  This was a delicate balancing act, meant to squeeze as much money and attention as possible out of the evidence. So far, it seemed to be working. He knew an interview with Silo was supposed to air on one of the networks’ morning news shows tomorrow morning.


  Perfect timing for more evidence to see the light of day.


  As he thought about his rapidly expanding nest egg, he mentally thanked his Aunt Cora for her faith in him for all those years about what he’d said he thought happened to his parents.


  Because of her, he hadn’t given up.


  And because of her faith in him, he would get vengeance for his parents.


  


  * * * *


  


  When Ax returned that evening to the apartment he shared with his two older brothers, he found neither of them home. Likely both either taking overtime or working a night shift. He didn’t keep track of them any more than they kept track of him. As long as everyone chipped in for rent and expenses the way they were supposed to every week, that was all that mattered.


  As tempting as it was for Ax to flip a bird at his current employer and quit, he knew he couldn’t. He had to continue working at the shitty job making crappy pay for now.


  To quit, without another job to replace it, would look highly suspicious should someone come looking for him.


  He also wouldn’t be able to explain the sudden windfall of money to anyone if they discovered it.


  The tiny two-bedroom apartment sucked, but it was all they could afford before now. Ax and his middle brother, Rami, six years older than Ax at thirty-eight, had the larger bedroom. Altoh, the oldest at forty-one, had the smaller bedroom all to himself.


  He grabbed a shower and headed to his bedroom. It was close to ten o’clock at night and he had a long day tomorrow. He didn’t have to be into work until noon, but he’d need to hit one of his favorite weekend coffee shops first to piggyback through someone’s connection. For this kind of stuff, he never directly accessed those accounts without piggybacking. It wasn’t a foolproof plan, but it was more than good enough to stop ninety-nine percent of people who might be looking for him.


  At least Monday’s online session would be predictable. He had a favorite coffee shop he hit then. The same woman was always there, Monday through Thursday. The only reason he violated his rule about not going to the same place two days in a row. He’d used her connection so frequently that it would look like she was the guilty one, until someone took a harder look at her computer and found nothing on it.


  One more way to hide his own tracks.


  He’d snooped through her laptop to see what was there and found out she worked for a nearby bank, but not a high-level job he could glean info from.


  She apparently killed time in the middle of her shift there at the coffee shop instead of going home. She shared an apartment with two other women, from the looks of her social media accounts and the Excel spreadsheets she used to carefully track all expenses and payouts for the apartment and her two roomies. Going back six years.


  Bless her heart.


  Boooring.


  He was going to go to sleep when he remembered he’d wanted to make contact with one of his friends he hadn’t heard from in a while. A hacker chick with the Freedom World Fighters by the name of Noel. Her group had started out as a band of college students from LA who escaped together—barely—when things went south there.


  They’d also barely escaped being vaporized in Barstow when one of them intercepted a military communication and they figured out what was going on. It allowed them time to boogey on down the road six hours before Barstow went boom. Ax, along with quite a few others in the hacker community, hadn’t bought the bullshit about Barstow being a “tragic accident” even before evidence started leaking out in different online forums.


  Evidence that was quickly squelched by the websites suddenly getting shut down.


  Now the members of the FWF were plain cheesed right the fuck off and determined to do their part to bring down the military machine in America.


  They were still pretty disorganized in terms of actual on the ground logistics, though. Right now, their strength lay in electronic infiltration. They were working to build a solid case against the military for what they’d done to US citizens on US soil.


  For now, they were in hiding somewhere in the vicinity of Salt Lake City.


  He wasn’t sure if they’d ever have any real-life success with their lofty ambitions, because outside of the electronics arena they were as dumb as a collective box of rocks. Even though they could all probably hack into some of the most sophisticated equipment the US government could put in the air, not one of them could hot-wire a car or even change a tire to save their lives.


  But they were adorable in their misguided enthusiasm. And at thirty-two, Ax was at least ten years older than the eldest one of their group of fifteen.


  They were calling themselves anarchists but he wasn’t sure if they even understood what that meant. Either way, they’d been helpful to him in the past, and he liked to send things their way when possible.


  Tonight he was planning on sending a little bit of MacCoin love in their direction, donating—finally—to help them out. It was the least he could do now that his own ship had come in.


  Besides, keeping them focused on their cause would keep their noses miles away from what he was working on. They’d mentioned Silo’s church as a possible target once or twice because of its worldwide reach, but he’d been able to steer them back toward their lofty goals of taking down the US military.


  That was fine with him. Let the government worry about them. It meant fewer people looking at him and what he was doing and more assets pointed at a red herring. Once he had squeezed Silo’s turnip dry, he would boogie out the door and not let it hit him in the ass.


  Silo was toast. Or soon would be. That’s all he cared about.


  He didn’t care if anyone saw his traffic logging into the discussion forum, even though he still used an anonymizer browser site to do it. There were plenty of people who frequented this particular discussion forum, including journalists and regular people. It was a very popular political discussion forum with over a hundred thousand members.


  He sent Noel, who went by the username Tank, a PM via the user interface. According to her profile, she hadn’t been active on the board in several days. He wanted to troll for some more information about what was going on out west, if he could. Since they were in Salt Lake City, and that’s where the Mormon Church was headquartered, he hoped to stumble over any nuggets he could blow up into something salacious to add to his blog.


  Despite his focus on Silo, he was still going after other religious organizations. All about keeping the charade intact. About giving as few clues as possible to his true agenda.


  He also remembered to send Noel’s group the anonymous MacCoin donation.


  By the time he logged off to go to bed, Noel still hadn’t replied.


  Hope she’s okay.


  He didn’t know her personally and suspected she and her group wouldn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell of ever achieving their goals. Still, he was kind of pulling for them.


  Anything to stick it to the “man” who got them into this mess in the first place.


  Chapter Seven


  


  “Reverend Silo, it’s been nearly a month since your wife’s mysterious disappearance. Police tracked her movements to Denver, where the trail ran cold. Do you have any explanation for this?”


  Hannibal Silo had spent his years in the pulpit preaching about the heat of Hell.


  That wasn’t anything compared to the heat of the studio lights now blazing down on him. He’d been assured—nay, promised—that the interview would be sympathetic, a plea to the public for information, portraying him as a worried, devoted husband.


  Well, that plan’s shot to hell.


  Fortunately for him, he was used to thinking on his feet. The young, brassy female reporter who thought she was going to turn him into her stepping stone to what might pass for fame in this disintegrating country had another think coming.


  Beyond the cameras, out of his peripheral vision, he caught sight of his assistant, Jerald Arbeid, stiffly standing with his arms crossed over his chest and slowly shaking his head back and forth.


  Yes, his right-hand man had been caught off-guard, too.


  He’d been slowly working toward edging Jerald into a less vulnerable position over the past several weeks. At first, Hannibal, founder of the Church of the Rising Sunset, had thought maybe Jerald was in cahoots with Mary, his missing bride.


  Damned cunt.


  But as their own swarm of investigators searched for Mary, it became increasingly apparent that she’d run of her own doing. She’d likely weaned herself off her medications—lord only knew how long before—and then she’d simply walked away from the church following a service one afternoon.


  After she’d somehow managed to worm her way into their personal bank accounts and transfer a considerable amount of money into an offshore account.


  Since her name was on the account, technically she had a right to it. And he’d managed to hide that fact from the police, claiming he’d been the one to make the transfer as part of routine monetary transfers. Since it’d come from his own home computer, they’d believed him.


  If they thought she’d done it, it would look like she left voluntarily.


  His certainty that she’d left of her own free will had settled in when the first “evidence” started appearing online. Jerald wasn’t stupid enough to implicate himself by posting audio of the two of them talking, even more proof his right-hand man was innocent.


  Of this, at least.


  Thus, he’d have to spin. If anyone else thought Mary had left voluntarily, it’d mean media coverage of the search would disappear…and uncomfortable questions as to why she might have left the way she did would start being asked of him more insistently than they already were.


  I’ll peel it out of her flesh when I finally find her.


  “My wife is not a well woman, Charlene,” he finally answered, doing his best to keep his tone somber and without a hint of patronizing the bitch. “As I and her medical team have already told the police, there is no way she could have done this on her own. Someone must have coerced her, taken advantage of her diminished, fragile mental and physical states.”


  He turned from her and retook control, facing the camera. This interview was being filmed at the local affiliate but was supposed to air tomorrow morning nationwide during the network’s Sunday morning news show for the heathens who weren’t in church or tuned in to the church’s network.


  “I am pleading to whoever has abducted and taken advantage of my wife to please release her. She needs around-the-clock medical care. You must know this is wrong. We don’t even know why you’ve taken her. Simply release her, anywhere safe, and we won’t prosecute you. Or tell us your demands and we’ll listen, give you a voice. Put you on TV, even. I just want my wife, the love of my life, home safely where I can take care of her.”


  The little bitch wasn’t done yet. “How do you explain the evidence that’s been released on the Internet, Reverend? The audio and video tapes that purport to show you sexually abusing your wife and making some pretty outrageous plans?”


  He didn’t pull his focus from the camera despite the whore’s attempts to usurp him. “I don’t understand who you are, or why you’re using my wife, or what you want, why you’ve coerced her into manufacturing false claims against me. Whatever harm you feel I’ve caused you personally, take it up with me, not Mary. Please, I beg of you. I want her home safely.”


  He pulled his glasses off and looked down, fumbling in his pocket for a handkerchief as he started coughing.


  Anytime now, Jerald. Do your fucking job.


  Finally, as the woman started to ask him another question, Jerald dove in. “I’m sorry, the Reverend is under a severe amount of stress and his health is now at risk. I’m afraid I’m going to have to end this interview.”


  “But he hasn’t answered—”


  “And he doesn’t have to,” Jerald said, deflecting the blame for ending the interview early. “The police have thoroughly investigated and cleared the Reverend and his closest staff. And the so-called evidence has already been debunked.” By their own paid “experts,” but whatever.


  “Isn’t it true that—”


  “She’s just doing her job, son,” Hannibal said, speaking over the reporter. “I don’t mind—” He coughed again, harder, faking it.


  Jerald protectively stepped in front of him. “We’re done. I’m sorry, the stress is too much for him. I was against him doing this interview due to his failing health, but—”


  “I had to, Jerald,” he rasped. “We need to find her.”


  “We will, sir.” He helped Hannibal to his feet and shut the mic pack off, helping him remove it.


  Inside, Silo seethed. Jerald should have interrupted the bitch at the first out-of-bounds question. So far, they’d been successful at playing down the snippets of video and audio as faked.


  That’s what they’d told the police, at least. He told them the video was of them in bed together, but that the audio portion had been forged.


  So far, the police had believed him. They’d been married forty years and the police couldn’t come up with a single person, including his driver, housekeeping staff, or the nurses who cared for his wife, who could say they ever saw Hannibal mistreat or speak poorly to Mary. Surely a sophisticated expert could fake the audio with as much video and audio of his sermons that was available free online.


  Fortunately, Hannibal had the presence of mind to remove the cameras from Mary’s bedroom and bathroom after the first police search of his home, before they conducted a more detailed sweep. And he had removed the computer hard drive with the files on it from his computer so there was nothing for them to find when he voluntarily turned it over to the authorities for them to go through.


  The cameras and hard drive were currently stored in a secret compartment in the headboard of his bed. He couldn’t risk removing them yet for fear of him being seen doing so.


  He was under near-constant surveillance now, if not by law enforcement then by tabloid paparazzi, who were determined to bring the famous preacher down with this “scandal.”


  It also meant his Legacy Project and other plans were put on indefinite hold.


  The church compounds were still being rushed to completion. That much was happening. And he still had the selected girls and their families moving in. For now, they would remain with their parents until such time it was safe for him to press forward with his plans.


  I will kill that woman when I get my hands on her.


  He hoped wherever Mary was that she was enjoying this debacle, because the next time she was once again in front of him, she would be able to count down the remaining minutes of her life on both hands with fingers to spare.


  I should have killed her with Kite when I first thought about it.


  Silo kept his cool until they were safely back in the car and underway. Keeping his expression neutral, Silo attacked. “Why the hell didn’t you jump in sooner?”


  Jerald wore a grimmer look than Silo had ever seen on the man before. “Because as I told you, the more you dodge a question, the worse it looks. You’re going to have to take a couple of minor hits. I warned you not to accept this interview in the first place because of her past history. You didn’t listen to me.”


  Jerald met his gaze and, for the first time, Silo thought he saw the true hint of a backbone there. “Look, sir. You know I’m loyal to you, but I’m also protecting my own skin by protecting yours. If you want my help, then you need to listen to me when I give you advice. If you don’t want my advice any longer, then transfer me to another position in the church, which I know you’re trying to do anyway. When you assigned me this role, you told me one of my jobs was protecting you. Let me do my damn job.”


  Silo honestly had no reply for that. He’d thought his plans had been carefully hidden from Jerald. Hell, this didn’t even sound like the same man. Jerald’s tone sounded steely, made of stronger stuff than he ever imagined Jerald had in him in the first place. Yes, Jerald was a skillfully cunning strategist and tactician, but this was even more.


  When Silo didn’t reply, Jerald continued. “I still don’t know who helped her. I looked through all the records of our personnel. No one took time off during that period who could have gone with her. Once she reached Denver, it’s like she vanished off the face of the earth. I’ve been unable to locate her there. I suspect she’s no longer in that area. My guess is whoever she’s giving those recordings to is the one helping her. Some person she reached out to without us knowing about it.”


  “Any progress there?”


  “Unfortunately, no. But anyone who can make several millions of dollars simply vanish into another country and hide their online identity so well is obviously very skilled. It’s not impossible to track them, because everyone slips up eventually. It will, however, require lots of time and patience. Until then, you need to listen to me.”


  “Normally I would fire someone for talking to me like this.”


  “Yeah? Well, normally I wouldn’t talk to you like this. Unfortunately, I can’t afford to go to jail. If you’re arrested, you’d be out on bail immediately. Someone like me, I’d be locked in a basement solitary cell somewhere without bail while they try to get me to flip on you.”


  “Would you?”


  “Would I what?”


  “Flip on me?”


  “I have a good job making good money. I don’t have to get shot at for a living. I don’t have to mingle with large crowds of people who might have Kite. I don’t have to shovel shit out of sewers. All in all? I consider myself a lucky man. If you don’t think I’m going to do everything in my power to find these people behind this and hunt them down so we can get back to business as usual, think again.”


  Silo leaned his head against the seat and weighed the man’s words. He’d been preparing to quietly transfer Jerald out of his position and into a managerial slot at the St. Louis compound. Jerald knew too much.


  Maybe that was the wrong tactic. Maybe he should keep the man close to him.


  “Are you still planning on shuffling me off to get me out of the way?” Jerald asked. “Because if you are, do me and you both a favor and let’s just part ways amicably. I do have my pride.”


  “No,” Silo grumbled. “I need you. Now more than ever.”


  “Either you trust me, or you don’t.”


  “I suppose I have to trust you. If you were in on this, you would have run long before now.”


  “Gee, thanks.”


  “I’m being truthful.”


  “Do you even know how to be truthful, Hannibal?”


  Wow. This was definitely a different man than he was used to dealing with.


  And Silo didn’t answer. He didn’t have to.


  They both knew the answer already.


  “I’m going to ask you this one time,” Jerald finally said, breaking the increasingly uncomfortable silence. “I expect the truth. Did you hire someone behind my back to come in and take her? Is she dead and you’re just playing this for sympathy to try to counteract the attention Kite is getting? Because if you are, clue me in so I can plan our next steps accordingly instead of spinning my wheels and wasting time and resources on it.”


  At Jerald’s tone, Silo felt the weeks of stress weighing on his shoulders threaten to buckle his spine. “No. I didn’t. If I did, do you think the stupid cunt would have posted that evidence?”


  Jerald finally laughed. “Now we have the truth.” Jerald looked at him. “No more secrets,” he said. “I can’t do my job if you hamstring me. Where do you think she got the cell phone? Because I’m guessing that’s what she used to record the audio.”


  “I don’t know. Police have questioned her nurses and they swear they never saw her do it and never helped her buy one.”


  “You gave her cash allowances.”


  “Yes. I knew it pissed her off to be treated like that.”


  “Looks like your plan worked too damn well. Where’d she get the video from?”


  He didn’t want to answer at first. “It was on my personal computer,” he finally admitted.


  “Police searched that.”


  “Not the hard drive I used. I removed the extra hard drive the first night, just in case.”


  “You destroyed it?”


  “Not yet.”


  “Seriously? Why the hell not?”


  “I have my reasons. But it’s safe.”


  Jerald stopped for a light and turned to him. “Just like you thought she was safely doped into a stupor all these years, right? Just like you never thought she’d get free, right?”


  “I blame Isley for that,” Silo said. “He assured me she would stay complacent and that he would adjust her medication accordingly.” It pissed Silo off that hadn’t happened.


  It pissed him off even more that he’d apparently missed the signs. She’d outsmarted him.


  That’s what really fucking pissed him off.


  “This is what happens when you try to make plans without asking for my input first,” Jerald scolded. “So what exactly do you have on Isley that put him under your thumb?”


  “What difference does it make?” Silo didn’t want the man knowing all his secrets.


  “Because he is a weak point in multiple ways. Mary and the LA project, for starters. And he knows some about New York. Listen to me. Again, I’ve helped you instigate plans that have caused deaths, lots of deaths, and led to the destruction of property. I absolutely cannot let you go down, so to speak, because you are the damn ship. I will keep patching iceberg holes until we both drown, but no way in hell am I going to jail. I need to know what’s going on, and I need the truth from you if I’m going to do my damn job.”


  Silo hoped he wouldn’t regret this later. “Isley confessed to me that he was molesting female patients during treatments. He’d drug them as part of a ‘hypnosis regimen’ and then have his way with them. And film them. I videotaped his admissions during a session when he was unburdening himself to me, seeking absolution for his sins. He didn’t realize he was only putting himself under my control.”


  The light turned green and Jerald continued. “He has to go. He knows too much and he’s too unstable a connection.”


  “But he’s valuable. We gain a lot of information from him that we can use against others.”


  “It doesn’t matter. Right now, all that matters is sealing up any potential leaks. What about Henry?”


  “Oh, I’ve never slipped out of character around him. He’s clueless. We’re far better off with him because he buttresses my case.”


  “Okay. Isley needs to go, though. If someone finds out what he’s done, it’s game over. He’ll spill his guts about how you’ve had him keep Mary doped up all these years. And if he talks about LA, we’re toast.”


  “I’ll have it—”


  “No, you won’t,” Jerald said. It rankled Silo at first, until the man continued. “You’re too big a target. Especially now. The last thing we need is someone seeing dollar signs and trying to cash in and catching you in a sting operation. I’ll take care of it, and that’s all I’ll say on the subject. We will not discuss him or this again. Ever.”


  Silo studied him. Now he wasn’t sure how well he knew Jerald after all. He wasn’t sure if this was a blessing…or a curse. “Thank you, son.”


  Jerald glanced at him. “Don’t thank me now. Thank me once we find your wife and you’re cleared of suspicion.”


  “But…” Now Silo allowed his mind to ponder the options. “If she has help—”


  “She’ll tragically die in a rescue attempt by the private security team we hire to bring her home to her loving and desperately worried husband,” Jerald said. “The money, at this point, is gone. Forget about it. She’s moved it. We can’t allow her to stay alive. If she’s dead, any future ‘evidence’ that crops up, we’ll claim it’s CGI and clever editing and leave it alone so it dies off. You’ve been married forty years. You guys spiced things up in the bedroom. You already told the cops that. So who cares? We’ll keep saying the audio portion was faked. That you didn’t want to speak out too much before her death because you were trying to respect her privacy. But we have to make sure she’s dead and can’t refute our version of events.”


  “Dead men tell no tales, hmm?”


  “Neither do dead wives of preachers.”


  Chapter Eight


  


  On Saturday night, Dr. Julie Chu sat on the bed and stared at her laptop.


  She didn’t dare hope.


  She didn’t dare dream.


  Combing through the data for a third time…


  There wasn’t any doubt.


  The team absolutely had nailed a vaccine for a less lethal strain of Kite. Just as she’d worked and hoped for, the virus was mutating. Good, that it was only fifteen months out and Kite was mutating on its own to less lethal strains.


  Bad, because it meant trying to protect against the more lethal strains was proving difficult due to frequent mutations.


  But doable.


  Absolutely doable. The team was proving it was possible. Every batch of results they uploaded to the secret server only gave her more hope. It appeared that the mutations were doing what she’d tried to engineer, for the virus to mutate and simplify its structure with future generations of itself.


  If they could nail a solid vaccine against some of the more complex strains, it should help protect against the less virulent ones, which appeared to be simpler strains.


  Predicting the mutations, however, was dicey. Especially since it looked like not all of the lethal strains were mutating in the same ways or at the same rates. Already, the protein stick tests were wildly unreliable due to the mutations.


  She glanced over at the other bed, where Liang lay asleep. He would be ten in three weeks and likely never see his father again.


  She hadn’t had the heart to tell him that yet.


  Guilt ate at her. She could have brought Li, begged him to come. Put aside her hatred of him and his lying and philandering and asked him to join them.


  But she hadn’t.


  How could she have foreseen what would happen?


  She couldn’t. She thought she was going to do good. Earn more for three years of work than she could have potentially earned in a lifetime in China.


  She thought they were doing humanitarian work. She’d trusted Dr. Phe Quong, a respected colleague.


  How could she have known what all of them were being dragged into?


  None of that stopped her from feeling guilty that her son’s father had probably already died, from Kite or violence.


  Perhaps both.


  The small but clean room in Havana was only a temporary respite. She’d paid for two weeks when she checked into the private residence turned B-and-B that most tourists eschewed in favor of the newer hotels. She told the owners that she and her son were waiting for her husband to join them, and it was their sympathy to her implied plight that kept them from asking too many questions.


  She knew her Spanish probably sounded oddly accented to them, between her native Chinese and having spent over two years as a prisoner with Dr. Maria Espinoza from Spain, speaking and refining her Spanish with her. The less Julie had to speak to the owners of the house, the better.


  At least Liang knew Spanish, enough to get by and learning more every day, his young brain better able to synthesize a more accurate accent than Julie could. If they spent too much time here, he’d soon be speaking Cuban Spanish like a native. Every place they stayed, he picked up the language eerily quick, sounding far more native than she could ever hope to.


  Julie returned her focus to her laptop, to the results in front of her. She knew she had to take a chance. That much was obvious. If they were that close to an answer, she would be better off being there, with them. Able to help them, maybe able to anticipate mutations they hadn’t yet.


  But Liang.


  She didn’t know where Dr. Quong’s family had been sequestered. According to the notes from him, Dr. Perkins, and Dr. McInnis, Quong’s family had been taken to a place of safety.


  She wasn’t sure if she could bear to be parted from Liang again. They’d barely escaped North Korea with their lives. It’d been easy to instill in her son the fear of not telling anyone anything about them after what they’d survived. She told him bad men had kidnapped her and her friends and wanted to do bad things to them and the world. That they had to stay away from the bad men now that they’d escaped.


  When she gave him a story, he stuck to it. If he didn’t know what to say, he pretended he either didn’t understand the question, or acted shy.


  He never left her sight now, except for when she took a shower or one of them used the bathroom.


  She’d considered trying to make contact with someone in Cuba, find someone willing to take a bribe to give her access to a lab to work in, but she knew it wasn’t worth the risk. She couldn’t protect herself or Liang if she did that.


  And there would likely be someone willing to pay even more money to betray her and take her into custody.


  She’d already been a prisoner of one regime. Although Cuba was now a democracy, she knew there were still deeply entrenched pockets of defiance in some of the government. People from old, old families who’d benefitted from the former ways hundreds of years ago, who still wished for a return to those backward ways.


  Finally, she shut the computer down. It was after midnight and exhaustion heavily weighed upon her. As she lay her head back on the pillow and closed her eyes, she tried not to think about the internment camp, about the hectic hours and their hasty escape.


  About the death and carnage they left behind.


  About their failure to put a stop to this disaster before it escalated beyond their control.


  About her parents, who she accepted were likely dead now, too.


  About her guilt.


  About her fear that she might have set events in motion that would cause her and her son’s deaths…or maybe the death of the entire human race.


  


  * * * *


  


  Dr. Rajesh Patel sat in the hostel’s common room, in a corner chair where no one could possibly view what was on his tablet’s screen. It was his sixth hostel in six weeks, never staying longer than a week. Fortunately for him, Berlin was full of them.


  It was Sunday morning, extremely busy as people were trying to get breakfast, get checked out, the usual bustle this time of day. Everyone, including him, wore face masks.


  On his tablet was displayed the latest round of data the research team had accumulated. He hadn’t broken his communication silence with any of them yet, letting them think he’d disappeared.


  Well, he had disappeared, but not in the way they probably suspected. He’d been silently watching, observing.


  So far, nothing he saw indicated a trap.


  Poor Jean. Rajesh had tried to locate him in Paris, had been less than a day from tracking him down when he learned about the man being shot and killed while trying to surrender himself to authorities.


  He felt guilty about that. Dr. Jean Reusseaux, of all of them, had taken their forced labors the hardest. The rest of them, especially the ones with family being directly threatened by the North Korean government, had been pragmatic and worked to try to disrupt the project from within.


  Jean, alone, felt he was being a coward for giving in despite how they’d all tried to convince him to reframe the situation in his mind. He and Jean had left South Korea together, parting ways in Cairo. Jean had said he was going to try to reach South Africa.


  Now Rajesh wished he’d asked—begged—Jean to stay with him, to stick together.


  Rajesh was supposed to set up a new cloud server for them, but he hadn’t been able to before now due to his circumstances. And now he was afraid to, fearing that it might give away his location or put the others at risk.


  At least four others were still alive. That much he was sure of, based on their traffic and postings on their private cloud server. Phe, Riley, Peter.


  Julie…


  Had their circumstances been drastically different, perhaps he would have found the guts to ask her out. They’d gotten along quite well together, even given the situation. He respected her intelligence, her skills, and it didn’t hurt she was beautiful.


  He hoped her son was okay.


  Based on her traffic, he suspected she might be in Cuba. She was as skilled as any of them were, thanks to mandatory training by the North Koreans during their forced servitude, at hiding her electronic tracks. They weren’t nearly as skilled as some of the best black-hat hackers, for sure, but they were far better than the average hacker.


  Based on what he knew of the world, and the research he’d done, despite what her signal origination appeared to be his best guess was Cuba. Probably Havana, due to their more reliable public Wi-Fi access and higher population. Easier to hide. He knew Julie spoke reasonably good Spanish.


  The three scientists working together had made impressive and promising breakthroughs.


  Perhaps it was time to come in from the cold.


  What better way to do that than to go to Cuba?


  


  * * * *


  


  By that afternoon, Rajesh was queuing in a “sterile” pre-boarding holding area in the old Berlin Brandenburg Airport. There’d be a layover in Madrid, but he wouldn’t have to deplane.


  He had no more family. It didn’t matter where he went in the world, everything he possessed was in the two large duffel bags he’d checked and in his carryon, which held his laptop, tablet, and a few other things.


  His family had died when Kite ravaged Karachi eleven months earlier, a port city countless people had flocked to while looking for an escape from Kite. The irony was his family had been threatened by the North Korean government. The people holding the scientists hostage had current pictures and reconnaissance about Rajesh’s family and their lives.


  The work he’d done had been in an attempt to keep them alive, yet he was, ultimately, responsible for their deaths.


  His three sisters and brother. Their parents had died in a flu pandemic eight years earlier, so at least they had been spared the horrors of the current world and the shame of a son who basically became a mass-murderer at an extinction level.


  Maybe I deserve to be tried, convicted, and executed as a war criminal.


  Dead now or dead later, he could not in good conscience give up without at least trying to help stop this mess in its tracks.


  Since Julie was doing an excellent job keeping herself hidden from the others, perhaps they needed to try to stay in hiding together until they could be sure there wasn’t a trap awaiting them if they joined the other three.


  As he waited, he pulled out his tablet and searched for Drunk Monkeys.


  Apparently they’d now reached folk-hero status in the United States.


  The other option was he could make contact with Julie and then try to make contact with the others. See if it was genuine or a trap. He could warn her off with a pre-arranged code.


  Or he could talk her into coming in.


  Her and Liang.


  He worried about the boy most of all. He was Julie’s life, her existence, and if she lost him Rajesh knew she wouldn’t want to go on living. Frankly, they needed her. She had been the one to figure out how to make the virus mutate quickly.


  Without her input, it was likely their research could be stalled by months, or years.


  The world didn’t have that kind of time.


  He put the tablet away and sat back, patiently waiting. By this time tomorrow he’d be in Havana.


  Then he could start his search and hope that a good end to this was finally in sight.


  Maybe, if he was really lucky, he might finally get a chance to tell Julie how he felt about her before the world ground to a halt and took them all with it.


  Chapter Nine


  


  At seven o’clock on Sunday morning, four-star General Joseph Arliss sat not in the Oval Office, but in the kitchen of the President’s private residence.


  Without a Secret Service agent in sight.


  In fact, there were only five of them seated at a table able to accommodate eight or more.


  It was the morning of President Kennedy’s regular weekly televised update to the nation regarding the events since TMFU. She’d stupidly started doing her own modern televised version of the “fireside chat,” in addition to the usual brief Sunday radio messages.


  He personally thought it was a dumb idea. Since she’d started doing it, and had rigorously stuck to the schedule, she couldn’t simply not do one and have no one notice.


  It had taken Gen. Joseph Arliss some wrangling to work things out, starting with Marcus, Tracy’s fiancé. His first step was finding out all the dirt he could about the kid.


  Marcus wasn’t as squeaky clean as the President had thought he was when he’d started dating—and then proposed to—her daughter.


  But he was now. Arliss had gone through, double and triple checking everything with Bubba’s help.


  Including removing a few…roadblocks.


  One of whom, it turned out, was on Reverend Hannibal Silo’s payroll.


  Was being the key word, since the man had since been mulched and was now forever part of the Potomac River.


  It had taken Arliss the better part of two months to methodically replace staff in the White House, the Pentagon, in the halls of Congress, and in his own food chain.


  He’d had to be sure, damned sure, of who he was dealing with before this step could take place.


  Some of the people he’d had replaced after Bubba discovered things like mysterious irregularities in their bank accounts had since disappeared.


  Permanently disappeared.


  Arliss wondered when Silo would actually start missing some of his contacts, or if he’d assume they fled in the face of a potential Kite pandemic like so many others were doing.


  Arliss, who today was dressed in civvie clothes and had arrived early enough that he hoped most of the press had never spotted or recognized him, focused his steady gaze on Marcus.


  “So we’re absolutely clear on what’s going to happen tonight?” Arliss asked Marcus.


  Marcus nodded. “No matter what, I will stand by Tracy. She was a young woman in a panic about her future. The man who’d seduced her lied to her about who and what he was. She was afraid to raise the baby alone, and wasn’t sure about the psychological condition of the man since he used her the way he had. I love her, and if I could get my hands on the man who’d destroyed her trust, I’d kill him myself, because I’m the first man she’s been able to trust since then.”


  “Excellent.”


  That particular man in question was also dead. Although the First Family and First Fiancé didn’t know that. He’d been a little harder to track down, but SOTIF11, a team not even President Kennedy knew about, had been busy little beavers. They’d found the weasel hiding out in Key West, living in a cushy apartment bought with the funds Silo had paid the guy to do the deed several years ago.


  The man was now a dissolved chum slick in the Atlantic Ocean.


  Silo had paid the guy to seduce Tracy, who was then a freshman in college while her mother was still a Senator. Tracy wasn’t sure how she’d ended up pregnant.


  Arliss had a good idea, especially since the guy had insisted on using his own condoms, claiming a latex allergy.


  No doubt he’d simply poked holes in all of them and waited for nature to take its course.


  As soon as she’d turned up pregnant, he’d literally laughed in her face and told her good luck with keeping the abortion a secret before walking out on her, never to have contact with her again.


  Arliss wasn’t sure how Hannibal found out about the abortion. He assumed Silo simply had her tailed round the clock once the guy knew she was pregnant, and accessed the clinic records somehow.


  Even though she paid cash for the procedure and used a false name, all Silo had to do was bribe the right office worker to get a list of the patients’ names for the day, track them down, and then figure out which one was Tracy.


  Marcus did a good job of looking upset, too.


  Marcus knew he damn well better, because only twelve hours earlier, he’d been hanging upside down by his ankles from the top of the inner wall of the Pentagon by a SOTIF team member who had no compunction whatsoever about following orders to drop the dweeb.


  While Marcus had hung upside down, Arliss had leaned against the edge of the wall and told him the facts of life. He had two options. Option one, Marcus did what he was currently doing, playing the faithful fiancé in such a way that the American people—nay, the world—would eat it up and long to marry him themselves.


  In exchange, not only would Marcus stay alive, but when a Kite vaccine was discovered, he’d automatically get a dose even if the wedding hadn’t happened yet.


  As would everyone in his family.


  All Marcus had to do was marry Tracy and stay married to her at least until after the election. During that time, he had to do everything in his power to campaign for the President for her re-election. If she won, he had to stay married to Tracy at least until after the next Presidential election, and had to help campaign for whoever President Kennedy’s hand-picked successor was.


  And then after, if he wanted to divorce Tracy, he would give up all claims to any property or kids they had, but Arliss assured him he would be provided for. He’d be given a cushy, well-paying job, and a decent home.


  Option two… Well, that was pretty obvious to Marcus.


  Fortunately, Arliss thought the guy really did want to marry Tracy, even with her admission about the abortion.


  Arliss simply needed insurance.


  No way would Arliss go into this without insurance. He was not a man to take chances.


  And he never bluffed.


  Tracy had also been pulled aside, alone, for a little heart-to-heart talk with Arliss. For the duration, she would portray Marcus as her knight in shining armor, white steed, the full bullshit. She would be a perfect, doting wife, would look at him with love and adoration in her eyes, and she’d keep her goddamned mouth shut.


  She would also agree with whatever her mom publicly said, even if it didn’t exactly portray her in the most positive light. They had been given a brand new “spiritual advisor” in the way of one Reverend Norman Karsu.


  A good, easy-going Methodist preacher of over forty years, whom Arliss had carefully vetted. A widower, the man was honest and had not made a lot of waves or headlines in his career, which had recently ended in retirement. Now he was a “circuit rider,” filling in for vacationing ministers or in churches which didn’t have a permanent preacher.


  In other words, perfect to be the new First Reverend. And he hailed from the Kennedys’ home town. They had actually attended his church a few times, but the official story would be, if asked, that the reverend had not sought the spotlight, so they’d tried to protect his privacy.


  With the state of the world growing worse by the day, President Kennedy would tell people she wanted the man’s sage advice to help her better serve her constituents.


  It didn’t hurt that Reverend Karsu was also a physician, and had run “unapproved” health clinics for low-income and homeless families in his parishes in his “desperation to help his flock.”


  Actually, there was nothing illegal or dangerous about the health clinics, he just hadn’t asked his church superiors for permission.


  It was all in the spin. It made Karsu look like a maverick angel, a man of the people, a man willing to risk official sanctions by his superiors in the name of helping parishioners.


  Something Silo couldn’t claim from his lofty ivory tower. Silo never got his hands dirty. All he did was go on TV, ask for money, and hire people to do the grunt work.


  Arliss had more in mind than cushioning the shock of the news about Tracy’s abortion by using the milquetoast minister and the pre-written statement he’d given the man to deliver.


  Arliss already had a Secret Service detail set up for Karsu. Starting this afternoon, Karsu would take up residence in the White House as a special advisor to the President. He would help monitor the growing health crisis in the country.


  Perfect.


  Again, not a feat Silo could manage, because he wasn’t a doctor. The country would gladly overlook the fact that Tracy had an abortion if it meant the President was pulling out all the stops in terms of trying to secure a “cure” for Kite. With Karsu’s sterling record of public health service in his community, word would quickly spread that President Kennedy wasn’t just about trying to protect the Washington elite and power brokers, but was genuinely invested in making sure the common man was looked after as well.


  Praise God and pass the ammunition.


  Amen.


  Arliss focused on Albert. The man was quick on the uptake and didn’t wait for Arliss to prompt him. “My new mission is working with Reverend Karsu and helping as much as I can, in any way I can.”


  “You’ve got it.” Arliss studied them all. “I’m serious when I say you all don’t trust anyone unless I’ve specifically told you to trust them.”


  He’d made all of them sit through the entirety of the video footage the Drunk Monkeys had taken at the LA clinic before they’d torched it, as well as look at all of the pictures of the corpses left behind from the “project.”


  And the photographs and video of the Kite victim they tracked down in Seattle.


  The videos of Barstow being bombed.


  Pictures and videos of charred victims of Barstow, what few remains there were.


  Videos and pictures from euthanized Kite victims at roadblocks.


  He’d had to hand President Kennedy a garbage can to puke into, but it was imperative all of them understood how deadly serious he was about making sure the country’s top chain of command was heavily insulated from Silo’s plans.


  The Vice-President had also been briefed. Years ago, the man had served under Arliss. Arliss had pulled a few strings within the party to get him appointed as Charlotte’s veep.


  Insurance.


  Always had to have insurance.


  “Silo is trying to take over the country,” Arliss told them. “My job is to stop him. It’s no exaggeration to say I cannot do this without your help. Yes, your family will take somewhat of a PR hit from the screaming meemies on the far right. Ignore those. I’ve already got people placed in key positions who will come to your defense and who will get behind the President and her push to save the country from Kite. That will quickly overshadow any and everything else. The people who insist on harping on the abortion will be drowned out by people telling them to shut up and focus on the real threat—Kite. From this point on, all communications, all e-mails, all phone contacts that do not pertain to government business will be run through me first. Do I make myself clear?”


  They all nodded.


  “You can use Reverend Karsu as a confessional if you need to unburden yourselves. He’s already been fully briefed about everything. I suspect he’ll have a target painted on his forehead once Charlotte goes on TV tonight, which is another reason he’s getting moved into the White House. I need him here, where we can protect him.”


  “How many of Silo’s people did you find on my staff?” Charlotte asked.


  “Directly in the White House? Twenty.”


  “Oh.” She sounded sick to her stomach. “And you’re sure they’re all gone?”


  The latest round of personnel changes had been blamed on the growing Kite epidemic and world events. Arliss had vetted people moved into those vacated positions. They had legitimate knowledge or experience in the areas of expertise required of their new jobs.


  And several of them were actually SOTIF team members, making it an even better fit. More people qualified to help protect the First Family.


  Whether Silo missed all of the personnel changes once he’d had time to calm down after tonight’s speech and do the math remained to be seen.


  “Am I one hundred percent sure?” Arliss asked. “No. I know the people closest to you are clean. That doesn’t mean you can tell them any of what we know. I will reveal the truth about Silo to those who need to know when they need to know it. If we tip our hand too quickly and Silo gets word of it, that could get ugly. He might escalate things. Right now, I think he’s too busy trying to locate his escaped wife and covering his own ass to worry about what’s going on here.”


  That was the truth. Bubba had hacked into banking records and found where Mary Silo—or someone using her name—had made a large money transfer into a newly created account just before her disappearance. The evidence they had suggested she was living in the St. Louis area. He had Bubba working on that, but was keeping all of that close to the vest for now, unless the Drunk Monkeys could locate her and bring her in.


  Mary Silo would likely be the key to Silo’s ultimate public downfall.


  But right now, publicly dealing with the Kite threat was more important. The Drunk Monkeys would be able to rely upon trusted resources at the CDC in Atlanta, now that Arliss had cleaned house there as well.


  Two key high-level staffers had suddenly taken “early retirement” to be with their families, courtesy of Arliss flat-out asking how much they were into Silo for and what they needed to make a clean break.


  One was now safely in Canada with his family. The other had skedaddled to the UP of Michigan with his.


  Both of them, and their families, now had new identities. Other personnel had been replaced with either trusted contacts or SOTIF team members from other teams.


  Arliss knew this was a delicate balancing act on his part, but at least he had the upper hand of knowing Silo had plans. As far as he knew, Silo was still completely clueless about how much they had on him and the steps they’d taken so far.


  If it was up to Arliss, he’d drop a bunker buster on Silo’s church headquarters in Albuquerque and be done with it but that would make the man a martyr.


  It also might trigger a series of events they didn’t want and weren’t prepared to deal with yet. He wouldn’t put it past the slimeball to have a failsafe in place, much as he had to protect himself.


  Only Silo’s failsafe might include unleashing more Kite into the world. Arliss couldn’t risk that happening. He also couldn’t risk having the man arrested, because Silo would no doubt have an army of expensive lawyers who’d get him out of jail. Arliss knew he couldn’t risk doing something that would make Silo look like a martyr to his followers, possibly inciting even more crazy terroristic acts in the process.


  Arliss needed Silo taken down, humiliated, exposed, his network dismantled, his plans terminated from the inside out, all at once without giving him the opportunity to recover or respond. Preferably once they had a Kite vaccine in place and ready to distribute.


  Only once that happened could he implement part two of his plan to get the country back on course. A plan the President couldn’t know about. Especially since she was a major part of the problem.


  They needed to get their hands on Mary Silo. Bubba was working on excavating data hacked from the church headquarters. Arliss already had his eyes on Jerald Arbeid, Silo’s right-hand man.


  But even more important was their battle against Kite. That had to take precedence over all else.


  Because if they couldn’t stop Kite, the world was fucked anyway.


  Chapter Ten


  


  The Secret Service detail now guarding the First Family had been vetted by General Arliss and Bubba. They’d been given orders not to leave the family alone when they were outside of the residence, and no incoming or outgoing calls were allowed today until Arliss returned.


  Normally, that kind of impertinence wouldn’t be tolerated.


  Except President Kennedy had issued a secret Executive Order giving Arliss that kind of power for the duration of the Kite emergency.


  He would return at four o’clock to dine with the First Family and Reverend Karsu in the residence and go over Charlotte’s speech one last time. Arliss, with Bubba’s help, had written it, much to the chagrin of the President’s chief of staff.


  Invoking presidential privilege, no one but the President, First Family, Vice-President, Arliss, and Bubba knew the contents of the speech.


  Arliss wanted to make sure there was no way in hell Silo could get a jump on him with the speech. He planned on dropping a few figurative bunker busters on Silo’s plans in a way that would hopefully position Charlotte Kennedy to be re-elected President of the United States.


  Arliss was with them when they made the walk downstairs from the residence to the East Room where this was going to take place. He caught the eye of the head agent in charge of the preparations tonight, who gave him a nod of his head.


  The man was from SOTIF12, yet another secret unit not even the President knew about.


  Once everything was ready, Charlotte Kennedy took her place at the podium where she would deliver her speech. Not even wanting a teleprompter team to have advanced warning of the content, Arliss had arranged her personal tablet be placed on the podium, at an angle she could read it and still look into the camera.


  It didn’t matter if she flubbed her lines in the process. The whole point of tonight was to humanize her and the First Family, demonstrate her humility, and endear her to the nation.


  Once the light on the cameras went red and the producer signaled to her, she started.


  “My fellow Americans. I come to you tonight to give you not only my usual update, but to bare my soul to you before bringing you some well-needed good news for a change. In light of recent events in the world, it’s time for me to admit a few things. Some of them personal, and some of them things that will affect all of you.


  “I don’t want anything to be a distraction from my job, which is right now primarily trying to find an answer to Kite, to stop it, to protect our nation and its citizens.


  “It’s come to my attention that something happened that, at the time, I was not aware of. Because I have always believed in transparency, I’m going to lay it on the line. My daughter, Tracy, when she was in college, made a decision to engage in what turned out to be a short-lived relationship with someone who lied to her and took advantage of her. Unfortunately, the result of that was an unplanned pregnancy, which she terminated.


  “I come to you to tell you this because now that she is preparing to marry Marcus, someone has attempted to blackmail her—and by extension myself—with this information. Marcus is an amazing man who has sworn to stand by Tracy no matter what. My husband, Albert, and I love her and Marcus both and want nothing but happiness for them.


  “As a result of all of this, we consulted with our personal and private minister, Reverend Norman Karsu. Over the years we have respected his privacy, knowing that the health care ministry he’s been involved in would not benefit from the…admittedly crazy circus that can be Washington politics.”


  Arliss was pleased to note smiles appearing on the crew’s shocked faces following the bombshell about the abortion.


  “You will be seeing a lot of Reverend Karsu in the days and weeks ahead. I’ve asked him to officially join my staff as a special advisor for the duration of the Kite crisis. He will be working closely with my husband and the CDC, as well as a liaison with the WHO, to coordinate our efforts. Not as a minister, but as a medical doctor. As a physician, and as an expert on public health care issues, he will be an invaluable resource in helping win the war on Kite.


  “Now that my personal news is out of the way, a distraction that has no business being part of the political discussion, I’d like to reveal something that will give you all reason to hope. Over the past few months, there have been rumors circulating about a special ops team named the Drunk Monkeys. I cannot confirm nor deny their existence due to national security issues.


  “What I can tell you tonight, however, is that part of those rumors are true. We have located some of the scientists from The List, scientists who were previously believed to be dead, and they are working on trying to formulate a Kite vaccine.


  “Even better, they have made some breakthroughs. They have successfully formulated vaccines effective against non-lethal mutations of Kite. The problem is that the virus is rapidly mutating. The good news is that it is rapidly mutating toward less lethal strains. The team is literally working night and day in a secure, secret location. As soon as they have cracked the secret of Kite, I guarantee we will publicly be announcing that. We will also soon be making our scientists’ findings public so research teams all over the globe can collaborate. Once we have the website set up, we’ll announce that. It’ll take us a few days to get that done, and it will be publicly accessible as well so there is full transparency.”


  Arliss hoped wherever Silo was that he was choking on his own tongue in outrage at that moment.


  Would make my job a helluva lot easier.


  “My fellow Americans, what I ask of you tonight is this—patience, kindness, and vigilance. Look after your families, your neighbors, your neighborhoods. I know that in recent years our economic situation has deteriorated, and that I haven’t been as strong as I should have about cracking down on reforms to help the common man.


  “But believe this—once we have the vaccine for Kite and distribute it, it will not be on a richest-comes-first basis. It will go out to all of you, the people who have built this country and keep it running and without whose efforts we cannot survive. First responders and their families. Public workers. Doctors and nurses and paramedics. Teachers and store clerks. We need you, all of you, if our country is to rebuild.”


  She took a dramatic pause, looking emotional, as per the script.


  “We learned from the tragedies in Los Angeles and Barstow that we cannot bow down to big money any longer. I have learned that. Had people been more prosperous, able to leave Los Angeles on their own, better able to take care of themselves, we could have averted a huge loss of life. As President, I take that personally and vow to do better.


  “Once we get through the Kite crisis, I vow that I will dismantle and reform the IRS from the ground up, by Executive Order, if necessary. The poor will no longer be the ones forced to bear the brunt of the wealthy’s whims. This country will return to its roots and core values of being a place where anyone who works hard can and should be able to get ahead. We will once again become a country where hard-working families of the middle class aren’t penalized for their efforts. We will also take a long, close look at organizations claiming tax-exempt status to make sure they aren’t simply political action committees disguised as churches. We will expose members of Congress whose votes are bought and paid for by special interests so you the people can tell them what you think of them and vote them out of office.


  “What I ask of you now is this. Prepare for your family. Every spare cent you have, put it toward buying non-perishable food and other supplies. Band together, those of you who live in rural areas, and start community gardens to help feed each other. Make sure that you’re wearing face masks in public and if you’re sick, even if just a cold, please don’t expose others.


  “There have been rumors of Kite patients being euthanized. I need to address those serious accusations now. The truth is, people who are in the end stages of Kite, who are acting violently and are a threat to themselves or others, yes. There have been cases in those instances where they have been humanely euthanized with po-clo to prevent them from harming anyone or spreading the disease. But as to rumors that people are simply being killed for being around a Kite patient? Those are fear-based rumors spread by people who hope to make a monetary gain from an apocalypse.”


  Here we go. Arliss had to fight not to rub his hands together in anticipation or grin with glee. The next section would make Silo’s head explode, if the shot across his bow about not donating to churches and yanking his tax-exempt status hadn’t already accomplished that.


  “Beware of charlatans who are out to make money off your misery. We are receiving reports of people and organizations who are capitalizing on the suffering and misery of others, trying to say this is some Biblical scourge. Well, it’s not. It’s horrible, yes, but it was man-made, traceable directly back to North Korea. They deliberately engineered Kite the drug and the virus in an attempt to use them as biological weapons. Unfortunately, Kite got away from them.


  “Therefore, I’m asking you, anyone who’s trying to solicit your hard-earned money in return for some sort of ‘heavenly reward,’ turn your back on them. Your money needs to be put to use helping your family. If you enrich the pockets of those who are only interested in building their bank accounts, then you are part of the problem, not the solution. I’m going to let Revered Karsu speak now. He will address this disturbing issue.”


  She stepped aside and Reverend Karsu nudged his wire-rimmed glasses up on his nose before taking his place at the podium.


  Arliss had given him explicit instructions to appear as humble and down-to-earth as possible. To not go into preacher-speak. To not make it appear to be a sermon.


  To humanize the issue.


  In other words, to appear to be everything Silo wasn’t.


  He nervously smiled at the camera. “Hi, everyone. I know this is…well, this is unusual. I was surprised when President Kennedy approached me. She asked me to address a few things, and I’d like to start with the issue of her daughter. We all do things when we’re younger that we wish we could undo. We’re all human. I personally don’t think my loving God will condemn someone for making a mistake. Especially when she was the victim of a predator who used her for his own gains.”


  He turned and offered a kind smile to Tracy. “I think the sum of a person’s life and what they do with it is what matters most, not one or two actions here or there.” He turned back to the camera. “Secondly, I pledge to you now, as one of you, as an American and as a doctor, to do everything in my power to try to help defeat Kite. I’ve seen the evidence, and I can tell you, it’s looking very promising.


  “But as President Kennedy said, you have to help us out. You have to help your family, your neighbors, your communities. Riots have to stop. What use is a vaccine if there’s no country, no citizens, left to administer it to? And the riots will cause not only Kite but other public health issues to multiply as well.


  “We are at a very delicate tipping point in our country’s history. We are so close to changing the course of our world for the better, and we need your help. I’m not saying don’t contribute to your churches, but do so in tangible ways and at a local level where it will make a difference. Don’t send your money to a televangelist who doesn’t even know your name. Go to your local churches and contribute that money to their food bank or their public health ministries. Volunteer for them where they need it. Ask your local preacher or minister or religious leader—whatever your denomination—what they need to help your community heal and grow.


  “And I ask leaders of all faiths to band together. Together, you are stronger. Put your religious differences aside and look to see where you can help each other out. Do some of you have members who are good with gardening, and some with health care? Band together! It doesn’t invalidate your individual faiths, it only proves how strong they are.


  “By showing you care, you are living the teachings that you preach. The people are more important than the dogma. Our collective deities are more concerned with the survival of people than they are about us proving each other wrong!”


  Karsu took a long, deep breath, a dramatic pause, before staring directly into the camera lens.


  “We will beat Kite. I promise you, once it’s created, the vaccine will be delivered, free of charge, to everyone who needs it. It will not be restricted to certain classes, or held back from those who can’t pay. I also promise you that I will throw my efforts into making sure that all the countries of the world are able to access the research and get what they need to make sure they can start formulating a vaccine as soon as one is available.


  “This country is on its knees, yes. But we are strong. We are determined. We are America, and that means we will lead the world in rebuilding a better humanity for everyone, so that everyone can prosper and flourish. This is only temporary and when we look back on this dark time, we will truly see how blessed we are to have survived it. Thank you.”


  Arliss idly wondered how many marriage proposals the good reverend would get out of this. Probably a shit-ton.


  It was time for Marcus and Tracy to step forward and keep it brief, Marcus doing the talking.


  “I’m not good at this and haven’t had to speak like this before. I love Tracy, and we’re going to do whatever we can to help, put our energies into helping the First Gentleman and Reverend Karsu with getting Kite solved. We don’t want our private situation to be a distraction. We want to make sure America heals from Kite and becomes better than ever before. We love our country, and we will do everything in our power to help America survive and thrive.”


  Short and sweet and to the point. Excellent. Just like they’d practiced.


  Albert stepped forward. “My wife and I are grateful to Reverend Karsu for accepting this new role. With his qualifications, I know that our country will persevere. We will get through this. In a few years, once Kite is a thing of the past and our country is prosperous again for all our citizens, I know that you will see what a good decision this was for our country. Thank you.”


  And that was it. Back to the residence.


  Arliss fought the urge to skip along the way.


  Maybe he’d get a report that Silo had a sudden aneurism or a stroke.


  Wouldn’t that be a kicker?


  He could only hope and dream.


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Mike Carter, code name “Bubba,” couldn’t help chuckling as he watched the President’s speech on TV. It’d gone off like clockwork, and from what he was already seeing on Twitter and Facebook, people were eating it up. By far the excitement over the news of Kite breakthroughs was overshadowing the revelation of the abortion at least ten to one.


  Arliss had just taken a shotgun to a whole lot of Reverend Hannibal Silo’s balloons, all at once.


  Hopefully, the man never saw it coming.


  Bubba was still going through the information gleaned from the church’s computer system. There was just so damn much of it and more coming in every day from the trojan he’d installed in the system. He’d sent data dumps to Lima for Pandora to sift through as well. Considering the special little snowflake reporter had been there at the beginning of all this, and she was damned good at her job, the least he could do was keep her involved.


  The picture slowly coming into focus was a vast network of off-site charity organizations formed by the church and funded by them. Many of them overseas. As a non-profit, and considering the nature of their income, Bubba knew they had a deep mine of secret info that wouldn’t show up in all of the data.


  His job was to try to figure out where the unseen veins of money led. Going by what they found from the LA Preachsearch Project, he’d already traced several fake corporate entities to Saudi Arabia. Those bank accounts had been frozen and the funds seized via a secret executive order, with alerts placed on them if anyone tried to access them.


  The funds had already been transferred to black ops accounts that the Drunk Monkeys were using to run their OTG operations. The more of those funds they could pry out of the church’s hands, the less available “untraceable” money Silo would have for dirty tricks against the unit.


  Bubba knew that Silo would likely try to deflect the negative attention being drawn to him by laying low for a while, making it critical that their team located Mary Silo first. If not her, at least the hacker responsible for posting the evidence. No doubt Silo would have teams trying to find the person to shut them down and get a bead on Mary.


  That couldn’t be allowed to happen.


  The trick would be convincing the hacker that they were fine with him or her continuing their attacks on Rev. Silo. It would keep Silo busy and keep his focus diverted from the desperate race to come up with a Kite vaccine before the church’s scientists did.


  From the info Bubba had discovered by worming his way into the church’s St. Louis compound computer system, the destruction of the LA facility had set that research team back by months.


  Fortunately.


  And their own team was now in possession of all those samples.


  He still hoped to coax Dr. Julie Chu in from the cold, but knew that had to take a backseat to this more immediate issue. He suspected she was in either Cuba or Hispaniola, based on her server traffic. Sure, he could divert attention and resources to finding her. Unfortunately, if he did that, there was a high risk of someone he didn’t know about getting wind of that fact and delivering her to Silo before their team could get her.


  Rule one of military ops work—never stir the shit soup before it’s ready to serve.


  He felt certain the food chain in Arliss’ direct command thus far was secure. They’d cleaned out the CDC in Atlanta and placed three SOTIF medics as research assistants, as well as three doctors beholden to Arliss for black ops funding for projects they were secretly working on outside of a Kite vaccine. In addition, the entire SOTIF13 unit had been assigned as security forces, their CO now head of the facility’s security.


  As far as Bubba knew, there were at least five SOTIF teams Arliss directly controlled that not even the President had knowledge of. Whether or not there were teams beyond SOTIF11-15 wasn’t something Bubba had time to contemplate, but it wouldn’t surprise him. Arliss was a well-prepared man.


  Bubba didn’t know about the CDC’s other locations, if they were secure or not. Atlanta was the most important because of the research facilities. The bulk of their Kite work would be done there.


  That’s where they needed the unfettered, secure, protected access for the scientists.


  Right now, Bubba was laying low in a secure hideout in Chicago. The good thing was he could do his day job for Chicago Metro Media from anywhere. Considering his health status, the CMM had agreed upon hiring him that he could work remotely when needed.


  Anyone checking on his network traffic assumed he was working from his apartment in Chicago, which is what he made it look like despite the fact that he hadn’t set foot in there since offing an independent contractor hired to kill him back in July.


  I wonder how pissed off Silo is right now.


  Probably extremely.


  He hoped.


  


  * * * *


  


  Donna stood. “I’m sorry, but I’m not watching that.”


  Her roommates looked at her. “How can you bury your head in the sand?”


  Donna pointed at the screen where the President was about to give a speech. “I am an adult who pays her bills on time. I work long hours for decent pay. I pull my weight in chores around here. If I don’t want to listen to the crap going on in the rest of the world, I don’t have to. I don’t need to hear about how bad it is out there when I know it’s bad. Good night.”


  She headed to her bedroom and shut the door behind her. Grabbing her phone, she plugged it into the small speaker she had for it and hit play. When she turned the volume up full, the bouncy jazz music drowned out the sound of whatever bad news the President was handing out in the living room.


  If she needed to know about it, she knew she’d hear about it eventually. If it was good news—doubtful—someone would tell her.


  She flopped onto her bed. Tomorrow morning started her weekly grind again. She didn’t mind it, really. It was repetitive and boring in many ways, but hey, it was a job. Which was better than most of the people in her family could claim. It was pretty pitiful when her parents together couldn’t make enough money to afford even the most basic of apartments and had to live with her aunt and uncle.


  Another reason to duck her family—she would not let herself get browbeaten by them to move back home and join them, to “pool their resources.”


  In other words, shell out her savings to help them.


  No thanks. She needed to be able to take care of herself, and she didn’t see her future as raising another generation of kids in that same damn house.


  Would she like to meet a guy? Well, duh. She wasn’t a prude or a nun. She rubbed one or two out a week when she was alone in the apartment. She’d had boyfriends in college, of course, and made sure her five-year was replaced early, just in case.


  Since she’d started working at the bank, her dating life had been fairly arid. Not by choice, but that’s just how it played out. She was choosey about who she dated because she didn’t want a jerk or a cheater or someone simply after an easy place to stay and food in their stomach. Her long hours at her job and the time she had to spend on busses getting to and from work meant she didn’t have a lot of time to socialize on weeknights, and weekends were her down-time spent with her two friends, or chilling out and relaxing if they didn’t want to do anything.


  And right now, she wasn’t about to take unnecessary risks when she had it a damn sight better than a majority of the world’s population.


  She read for over an hour. Her only “splurge,” she allowed herself to buy e-books on her Kindle. It was an escape from reality, and even if she didn’t have a handsome hunk, at least she could read about heroines getting them with their book boyfriends.


  Eventually, she got ready for bed. Fortunately it sounded like the President was done with her speech out in the living room.


  Yes, some people would accuse her of living in denial. No, she wasn’t denying there were bad things happening out there.


  It wasn’t like she could do anything about those bad things. So why should she make herself feel bad when she had a life to take care of, responsibilities, a job? Those were things she did have control over, and unless the news was reporting about her bank, or Atlanta in particular, she didn’t want or need to hear it.


  It was her life, and she’d worked damned hard to make it. Therefore, she’d live it the way she damned well pleased.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Stunned, Jerald sat and stared at his TV, unable to believe what he’d just watched. Not only had the President effectively negated the one sword they had dangling over her head, she’d swung the nation’s opinion of her firmly into her court, told the country to stop donating to televangelists, and placed that Reverend Karsu dude on a pedestal.


  Son of a bitch.


  Arliss had skillfully outmaneuvered them. Of that there was no fucking doubt.


  Especially since the motherfucker had been standing there with the First Family when normally he had no business being there.


  There was also no doubt, in Jerald’s mind, at least, that Arliss had architected it.


  What else has he out-thought us on?


  While they had their own research team in a secure lab at the St. Louis stronghold trying to synthesize a Kite vaccine, they weren’t close yet. Losing the LA facility and all its samples had set their work back by months. That’s why Silo had leaned on President Kennedy to get her to order Arliss to bring in SOTIF1 and any scientists from The List who they’d managed to locate.


  Maybe this development also explained why so many of their Washington contacts had seemingly “disappeared” as of late.


  Jerald had also left Silo in the dark about that factoid, not wanting to further inflame the man’s growing instability. It was bad enough he’d had to sit through one enraged tantrum earlier that day after Silo had gone online to watch the televised interview, since he’d missed it because of giving a sermon.


  And Silo had seen the two new clips posted. He couldn’t help seeing them, because the network had helpfully shown them after airing the selectively edited “interview” to make it look even worse than it had to begin with.


  Dammit.


  Jerald didn’t bother looking at his ringing cell phone when he answered it. He already knew who was calling. “I saw it.”


  There was a moment of stumbling, almost incoherent screaming from Silo before the man finally formed recognizable words. “What the fucking hell?”


  “Good question.” Jerald took a long pull from his beer. Tonight, he suspected he’d need another.


  Or maybe even five more. “I’m guessing when you visited her a few weeks back you mentioned her daughter and the abortion when you leaned on her, huh?”


  “Well what the hell else was I supposed to do? Ask her to pretty please bring those goddamned assholes in? It was the only dirt I had on her!”


  Jerald took one more swallow of beer and dropped his voice. “Listen to me, and listen good. You do not answer your phone or talk to reporters tonight. Actually, scratch that. You don’t answer your phone, period, unless it’s me calling. Understand? Everything goes through me from this point on.”


  “How dare—”


  “Really? Really? Do you want to go there, Hannibal? Fine. You can talk to the press and get hauled in for questioning by the police the first time you go off on—”


  “Okay, fine!” It sounded like he was trying to get himself under control.


  The increasingly frequent outbursts worried Jerald. It was only a matter of time before the guy had a tantrum in front of a witness and it ended up captured on video. Then his years of carefully cultivating the man’s gentle, fatherly image would go up in smoke.


  This was not what he’d signed on for. Help the guy with dirty tricks? Sure. Get rid of the dregs of and drags upon genteel society? Fine.


  He’d wanted to help control an empire from the shadows, not babysit a sexually sadistic, geriatric toddler sociopath with poor self-control issues.


  He damn sure hadn’t signed on to engineer an apocalypse.


  “I know you’re under a lot of pressure, Hannibal, but let me tell you something. You need to save that and get it under control. Every eye is on you now. What if someone saw or heard you just—”


  “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not stupid. I’m home alone.”


  “Do you realize there are microphones that can pick up sounds through glass and walls as if you’re standing right there and talking to a person? Cell phone signal interceptors? Someone could be hiding outside under your window right now.”


  Silence.


  “Do you hear me?” Jerald yelled, wanting to drive his point clearly home.


  “Fine.”


  Petulant child was back.


  Great.


  “All this means,” Jerald said, “is that you hit a nerve and a weakness in her. We’ll try other methods. I might have to activate a few key contacts.”


  “Who?”


  “Never mind who. At this point, all you need to worry about are the results, not the hows. Plausible deniability. I need you distanced as far as I can get you from any kind of potential scandal. You’ve got enough on your plate. FYI, start packing. You are leaving for the St. Louis compound by tomorrow afternoon.”


  “Why?”


  “Because Kite is starting to make its way east, that’s why. I need you where I don’t have to worry about anyone sneezing on you.”


  “How will that look to the police?”


  “I’ll take care of notifying the detective in charge of her case tomorrow. I’m going to cite your health, so don’t act all skippy when you’re in front of people.”


  Silo let out a sigh. “Why is everything going so wrong?”


  “God’s will,” Jerald said as he got up to go to the kitchen. “Everything works to God’s will. That’s what you always say.”


  “That’s bullshit and you know it.”


  Well, finally, at least something honest fell from the liar’s mouth. “Oh, nice to hear you admit it after all these years. Listen to me. You want to call this game over, we announce your retirement to focus on finding your wife? Fine. But if you want any chance in hell of salvaging all of this, get hold of yourself. On the other side of this, if we play it right, you still have a good chance of being elected president and being free of your wife. You cannot, however, keep losing your shit. It’s your call.”


  The man still sounded unhappy, but Jerald was beyond caring. He had enough money hidden away he could simply disappear and be okay even though it would mean he knew Silo would retaliate by implicating him in not only Mary’s disappearance but in everything else as well. He had three fake IDs he’d set up that Silo knew nothing about. He had the bank account.


  But he wanted more. Needed more. He hadn’t planned on things going south this soon, much less Mary Silo up and disappearing.


  Barstow.


  Fuck.


  How the fuck was he supposed to know the military would blow up a fucking town and over a million refugees?


  That was a special level of ruthless crazy even he would bow down before. It had drastically shifted the entire course of his thinking over the past several weeks as everything spiraled out of their control. His previous plans were out the window. There was no way Hannibal Silo would ever manifest his loftiest dreams, but Jerald couldn’t let him realize that. If Silo came to the conclusion that none of his plans would come to fruition, Jerald would, at that point, be useless to him.


  And he knew damn well Silo had some contacts of his own. He couldn’t let himself get liquidated.


  “Well?” Jerald asked.


  “We carry on,” Silo said, sounding defeated.


  “Good. Then let me do my job. Keep your mouth shut and sound surprised if anyone mentions any of this to you. You didn’t even see the speech. You were on your knees in prayer, begging for Mary’s safe return, and then you went to bed. You’re happy our President has capable advisors who are medical experts, and you pledge your support and any resources you and the church can offer behind the effort to help save the world.”


  “Really?” He sounded doubtful.


  “Yes, really. Getting into a juvenile pissing contest will only drive people away in droves. Do not bring the topic up. If someone else mentions it first, that’s your party line and stick the hell to it. If they try to goad you into a reaction, do your usual schmooze on them that you do on people of other faiths. That what’s in a person’s heart and soul is all that matters, not the delivery system. That God doesn’t restrict his love simply to one particular dogma.”


  “Dammit,” Silo muttered. “Hoisted by my own petard, huh?”


  The man finally sounded rational again. “Damn straight. Good night.”


  Jerald hung up without waiting for a reply and finished off that bottle of beer before immediately cracking open another. In addition to the funds he’d been slowly amassing over the years, he’d had a bank account set up for a side charity, a front for one of the Kite operations, but they hadn’t activated it yet with all the Preachsearch Projects on hold at this point.


  Money off the books. Over ten million dollars sitting in an offshore account. Money he’d accrued over a span of months so as not to trigger the international reporting documentation.


  Money only he knew about, by necessity.


  Time for that money to disappear, too. With what he already had, it would give him more than enough—barely—to comfortably survive the current world situation for several years if he was very careful and very prudent.


  If Silo went completely off the rails, Jerald would kick his own emergency plans into action.


  For now, he needed to tough it out. It was way more self-interest than he’d ever admit to Silo that kept him there. Jerald knew damn well if he left now that Silo would immediately point a finger of blame his way for Mary’s disappearance.


  No, Jerald needed to try to find her—alive or dead—before he disappeared. If possible.


  He also needed to erase his own tracks in past projects.


  He was prudent, not stupid. Jerald had spent a lot of years conning Hannibal Silo into believing he was harmless and totally faithful to the man and his cause.


  Which he had been…until everything unraveled and took them completely off their carefully choreographed playbook. No way in hell would Hannibal be able to get himself elected as an independent presidential candidate without the Kite vaccine under his control. With a missing wife and the sex tapes and audio evidence dangling over his head, Silo would be radioactive to the Republicans or the Democrats.


  That was if they even made it to the elections.


  If Kite got to be too much of a problem, Jerald knew he’d need to bug out to safety. For now, if it was possible to stop this Kite madness, he had to do what he could.


  And he had to do something he never thought he’d have to resort to, and that was figure out how to get rid of Hannibal Silo. That meant Silo had to die, before he could take Jerald down with him.


  Jerald couldn’t put that into motion until Mary was handled, though. Logistically, for a lot of reasons, she had to be located before he could eliminate Hannibal.


  Not that he was a believer in the hereafter, but what was that old chestnut about foxholes and faith?


  Well, he was ass-deep in a foxhole right now.


  And wishing he’d never hitched his wagon to the crazy faith train that was Hannibal Silo.


  


  * * * *


  


  Hannibal Silo stared at the phone in his hand, his rage slowly dissipating.


  Like it or not, he was stuck with Jerald. Under the current circumstances, there was no way he could move Jerald out of his position like he’d originally planned.


  Hannibal wouldn’t put it past the guy to retaliate. To make it look like he was responsible for his own wife’s disappearance. Hannibal knew that’s what he’d do, if in Jerald’s position. Set everything up to make it look like the boss was the one behind it all.


  Kite. The Preachsearch Project.


  He winced. Dammit.


  He’d let himself be blinded by visions of power, of glory, of the presidency. In Jerald, he’d found a highly competent assistant and had allowed him to gather far too much power and information over the years.


  I didn’t follow my own rules.


  He never should have allowed Jerald to amass that kind of power base. But Hannibal had gotten greedy. When he’d idly floated the idea of trying to gain the presidency, Jerald had readily agreed and pointed out inroads even Hannibal hadn’t considered before.


  As if it were meant to be.


  Then Kite happened and Jerald had the perfect idea.


  Get the vaccine, and get the presidency by default as a grateful nation showed its thanks.


  Even if not in the next election, the one after, for sure. Lean on the President to name him as her veep, then he’d be a shoo-in as the nominee and winner with the strength of his church sheeple behind him when it was his turn to run.


  He shut off the TV, stifling the urge to throw the remote at it. Then he looked around, at the living room windows.


  It was close to dark and he hadn’t pulled the blinds yet. He’d cut back his Sunday night sermon schedule in the wake of Mary’s disappearance, Jerald telling everyone the stress was affecting his health.


  The truth was, he was fucking stressed right the fuck out.


  Hurrying over to the windows, he pulled the blinds closed. Their rather modest house sat back off the street on a huge lot, surrounded by a tall fence.


  Didn’t mean it was a fortress.


  Jerald was right. He needed to move to St. Louis. He could still broadcast from there, do live televised sermons to the church here. There would be less media pressure on him in St. Louis than there was here.


  Less scrutiny.


  With all the blinds in the house drawn, Silo went to his bedroom to pack. As he passed Mary’s bedroom he slowed, then stopped, pushing the door open.


  Part of him hoped to see her sitting there, waiting for her daily punishment. That this had been a nightmare.


  Nope. Empty.


  Mocking him.


  How long had she faked everything? Pretended to be doped up? That was the only explanation he could think of. That she’d somehow hidden her medication, maybe flushed them instead of taking them.


  That she’d planned. Schemed.


  Copied videos off his computer, videos he didn’t even realize she knew he still had, much less how to access them.


  Taken money…


  Well, okay, that money technically was hers, but the stuck-up cunt didn’t deserve it. Not a damn cent. Not when it was his hard work that had built this empire in the first place.


  All this could have been hers, this and a loving husband, had she simply not made fun of him in college when he asked her out that time. Had she not been a bitch to him.


  Had she just been polite.


  He’d arranged for a friend to drug her at a frat party and make her the star of a gang-bang that he got on video and used to force her to marry him. It was that, or he would have shown it to her conservative, highly religious parents. As well as made sure her reputation was ruined.


  Maybe I finally pushed her too far.


  Hell, they’d been married for forty years. He wasn’t even sure she had a working brain anymore, certain it’d been pharmaceutically turned into mush.


  Now she was somewhere, out there, no longer under his control.


  Enjoy this while you can, woman. Because your life will truly end once I have you back.


  He headed to his room to begin packing.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Sunday night, Uni and Victor sat on the couch in the Georgia safe house and watched the President give her speech on TV. Lima, sitting in an easy chair on the other side of the coffee table, was head-down over his laptop and hadn’t been paying attention.


  “Do you fucking believe that?” Uni asked, stunned. “I think our boss just handed Silo his ass.”


  “General Arliss did look rather smug,” Victor agreed. “And hey, now we’re famous. We’ve been unofficially confirmed.”


  “She said no comment.”


  “That’s as good as a confirmation in government-speak,” Victor countered.


  Uni slowly shook his head. An interview with Silo had aired that morning, immediately followed by more of the evidence their mystery hacker had released to three different networks.


  “It’s a bad day to be Rev. Hannibal Silo,” Uni said, standing and stretching. “We’ve got an early morning tomorrow. I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m going to bed.”


  From the far end of the house where the master bedroom lay, they heard a woman’s soft squeal.


  Omega and Chief had retired nearly an hour ago.


  “Actually, scratch that,” Uni said. “I think I’m going to go for a swim.”


  Victor laughed as he stretched out on the couch. “I’m going to stay right here for a while. They’ll wear themselves out in a little bit and I can go to bed.”


  Lima didn’t look up from his laptop as he waved at Uni. “Be ready to roll out of here at 0400 hours tomorrow morning,” he said. “I want us on the ground and ready in the city before rush hour hits.”


  Uni grabbed a towel from the bathroom and stripped, wrapping the towel around his hips for the walk down the back hallway and out to the pool lanai.


  Dropping the towel onto the deck, he smoothly dove into the deep end, swimming the entire length of the pool before coming up for air.


  Hell, this was like a luxury vacation. A real bed in a real house, time to watch TV, and a heated pool and a hot tub at their fingertips?


  He almost felt sorry for the rest of their unit back in Florida.


  Despite the chilly night air, the pool felt perfectly warm. As he floated on his back, Uni stared up through the screened lanai at the starry sky. He’d seen that sky from lots of different vantage points over the past nine years, the last nearly five years of it serving with the Drunk Monkeys.


  Nights like this made it hard for him not to think about his parents and his sister, Corrine. His niece, Alice, who must be seven now.


  His parents wouldn’t see her grow up to be a young woman. They’d died six years earlier from the damned flu.


  Fortunately, Corrine, her husband, Pat, and Alice were, last he heard, safe in Toledo.


  He hoped they were safe.


  Before he was known as Uni, he was Gilberto Pickett, named after their mother’s father. Although everyone called him Gil growing up.


  Ironic, since he loved to swim.


  As the water caressed his naked body he stared up at the stars. He hadn’t been smart enough for a scholarship to college. He’d known from his junior year that the military would be the only way he’d ever get ahead. Certainly wouldn’t do it working part-time after school at an auto parts warehouse. And his eidetic memory was a great party trick, but wasn’t exactly a marketable skill.


  That skill set and experience, however, had unintentionally been parlayed into his logistics position now. The aptitude tests they gave him when he enlisted in the military got him slotted for training in logistics. Able to quickly memorize large swaths of information and manipulate logistics as a result.


  Now he was here. Somehow, he’d survived the wash-out process and became part of SOTIF1.


  It sucked that two of the other things he proved damned good at were killing people and destroying things.


  Unfortunately, with his memory, he could remember all of it.


  The good thing about winter fast approaching was that people would stay indoors and away from crowds, helping slow the spread of Kite. The virus was very delicate outside the host, meaning cold weather would help kill it faster, unlike its more tenacious cousin, the flu. With many parents keeping kids home from school, and things like sporting events a distant memory until the outbreak was contained, it would be even slower to spread.


  Maybe he and Victor would be lucky enough to find someone for themselves. What he didn’t know was if they would be pulled from OTG status and come in from the cold. If their unit did that, there wouldn’t be any more additions of civvies to their unit.


  Truth be told, while he envied the triads, he also felt sorry for them. He couldn’t imagine the terror Doc and Tango must have felt in Australia when Pandora got snatched by the mercs who’d ambushed her. And Lima and Quack nearly lost Ak when the guy shot her brother and she was covered in his Kite-pos blood. Her and Quack, both, when he pulled her away from the man’s body.


  How do you do your job when you’re worried about the person you love?


  At least Chief was high-ranking law enforcement and a former MP from when she was in the military. Annie was also former military, a skilled sniper who took out one of the moles in General Arliss’ food chain for them. Panda was still technically active military, although as a pilot, she wasn’t as much at risk as Clara.


  Clara was a nurse practitioner working in the lab with the scientists on a daily basis. Oscar and Yankee were good at not letting their stress show, but knowing that she worked in there, potentially getting exposed to Kite, had to be ripping the twins apart from the inside out.


  Maybe it’s better this way. Wouldn’t mind a one-time roll in the rack with someone to ease the tension, though.


  Like all the other two-man teams in their unit likely had done, he and Victor had shared women before. Hot for them and hotter for her. He loved the guy like a brother.


  With the world in chaotic flux, maybe their unattached status was for the best.


  Rolling onto his stomach, he started swimming laps in the pool.


  


  * * * *


  


  Victor channel surfed on the TV.


  Never thought I’d ever have this problem again.


  With a premium cable subscription, over three hundred channels and he couldn’t settle on a damn thing to watch.


  It was a…weird problem to have.


  Normal.


  As if he hadn’t seen a metric shit-ton of crap from one side of the globe to the other.


  I wonder if Jim’s okay.


  It was just him and his older brother now. They’d grown up in Phoenix, raised by their grandmother. Victor didn’t even remember their parents, who were killed in a car wreck when he was two.


  Then their grandmother died when he was almost eighteen. Jim had already enlisted by then. Fortunately, an older cousin lived nearby and signed the paperwork with the state, claiming to be his guardian. She’d let him stay there in the rental house by himself for the next several months, until he graduated high school and moved out to join the military.


  It’d been over five years since he’d heard from his older brother, who was only four years older than him. He thought Jim had ended up in a covert ops unit, but in his travels he’d never run into him with other SOTIF teams.


  Sometimes Victor thought about growing up, and then he was Quentin Maddox again, a kid relatively satisfied with life with their grandmother watching over them.


  Finally, he switched off the TV and sat up.


  Lima looked up at the sudden quiet. “What’s wrong?”


  He stood. “Nothing. I’m going to hit the rack.” Lima wouldn’t understand. He and Quack had Ak. She was an ass-kicker, all right. Tough as nails despite everything she’d been through.


  Yeah, Lima had to go stag for the duration of their stay here in Georgia, but he had Ak waiting for him when he got home.


  Who’d he and Uni have?


  Each other, and neither of them were into guys. Not that there was anything wrong with that, but it wasn’t their thing. For a very brief moment in time, Victor had thought—hoped—that maybe he and Uni might have a shot with Panda. But Foxtrot and Kilo had literally seen her first, and it was to that duo she gravitated toward and eventually bonded with.


  Disappointment.


  He was a professional, though. And she was military. He wouldn’t say shit to her or the two men about it even though a tiny green thread of envy ran through him a little deeper than about the other five pairings before them.


  Victor headed for the bedroom, stripping down to his shorts before turning off the light and climbing into bed. He left the bedside lamp lit on the other side of the bed for Uni.


  He could fall asleep in pretty much any condition, surrounding, position. Noisy aircraft. Cold, hard ground. Hell, once even standing up and propped in a corner.


  But until he finally heard the last low groans sound off in the bedroom down the hall, he couldn’t sleep with someone fucking a couple of doors away.


  Closing his eyes, he was just about to fall asleep when he heard the bedroom door open and close again. He didn’t bother rolling over.


  “I’m not asleep yet.”


  “Sorry.” Uni switched off the lamp as he climbed into bed. “I wonder if those guys realize how lucky they are?”


  Victor didn’t need any further explanation. “I hope they do. They’re all pretty smart guys.”


  “I was thinking that while they’re lucky, part of me doesn’t envy them.”


  Victor rolled onto his back. “How so?”


  “How do they deal with the worry? The stress? It’s all I can do to focus on the shit we have to do during the hot and heavy times. Like after the earthquake. Getting our shit out and worrying that the damn building would come down around us. I don’t know about you, but I was sitting on a pucker factor of ninety-nine, dude. Add worrying about a woman into the mix.”


  “If you’re trying to justify being a gruesome twosome instead of a gleeful trio to me, I’m not sure we’re singing the same song.”


  Uni rolled toward him. “Really?”


  “Life is short, dude. We’ve seen that first-hand. Been the dealers of shortening lives plenty of times. I don’t want to die having never found someone to love. That would suck.”


  Uni stared at him. “I love you, man,” he joked in a slurred voice.


  “I’m serious.”


  Uni schooled his expression back into practiced neutrality. As their unit’s logistics expert, he frequently had to deal with a shit-ton of stuff, all at once, and keep his cool doing it. They’d been paired together because, before Australia, when their unit still had their own Exhart, Uni had functioned as their loadmaster since he was intrinsically involved with moving their shit from place to place anyway.


  “You know I would never deliberately sabotage something if we met someone,” Uni finally said. “Frankly, if you met someone and didn’t want to share her, I wouldn’t begrudge you.”


  “Gil, it wouldn’t work like that and you know it. Couldn’t work like that. Besides, we’re a team.”


  “I’ll promise to keep an open mind, Quent, but can you handle the heartbreak if we end up with someone who ends up dying of this shit?”


  “I’d rather have someone for a little while than never have anyone.”


  Uni rolled onto his side facing away from Victor.


  The end.


  Victor rolled toward his side of the bed. He knew Gil hid his pain deep inside. At least losing his parents at such a young age had allowed Victor to process it better, get used to it. He really didn’t know anything else. Yes, he’d lost his grandmother, but it’d been…different. No less painful or sad, but it’d been more expected due to her age and health.


  Uni hadn’t expected to lose his parents when he did.


  Closing his eyes, Victor tried to go to sleep.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Monday morning, Rajesh Patel sat in the square in Havana and studied every person who passed. More people than he’d thought would be were wearing surgical face masks. That made his job a little harder.


  Havana was a city, not some backwater borough where he could easily spot Julie and her son.


  He took a risk. Looking around, he noticed a building on the other side of the square that had its name painted on it. It’d be easy to find. Using his tablet’s camera, he took a picture of himself with the building in the background and logged into an anonymous mail server.


  Guess where I am now? Please, I’m alone. We need to team up. If they are where they say they are, I want to investigate further to find out if it’s legit. If it is, then you both can come in and be safe. This afternoon, noon. I’ll be waiting.


  He didn’t sign his name, or use hers. She’d know damn well who he was.


  Whether or not she’d trust him was another matter entirely.


  


  * * * *


  


  Julie Chu had to clap a hand over her mouth to stifle the cry of shock when she saw the e-mail.


  Rajesh Patel, in Havana. He’d cut his hair short and dyed it a dark blond color, but it was him.


  She’d know those soulful brown eyes of his anywhere, even over the surgical mask he wore.


  And he wasn’t just in Havana, but literally a block from her safe house.


  Panic set in and she struggled against it.


  No, don’t overreact.


  She slowly stood and went over to the window. From that vantage point, she could see part of the square, but the building he’d snapped in the background actually blocked her view of where Rajesh had been sitting to take the photo.


  From the time-date stamp, he’d sent it only minutes ago.


  She’d always liked Rajesh even though the circumstances they’d met under had been…horrific.


  Liked him a lot.


  Of all the scientists, she sympathized with him the most. Rajesh had also been trying to protect his family, the way Julie had been trying to protect Liang.


  Under different circumstances, she would have liked to have gotten to know him a lot better, but none of them dared risk that for fear of the North Koreans having more of a stranglehold on them than they already did.


  Her son looked up from where he was reading a book on the bed. “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing. I need to go out. You stay here and do not leave, understand me?”


  He nodded.


  She put her surgical mask on, donned a floppy hat and sunglasses that a lot of Cuban women were wearing against the harsh tropical sun, and headed out without her purse or anything except her room key.


  She wanted nothing on her to identify her.


  Nothing electronic that could somehow be tracked.


  Her skin tone, fortunately, blended in well with the widely diverse palette of native Cuban complexions. With her sunglasses on, and her hair hidden under the hat, it was impossible for anyone to tell she didn’t belong.


  Moving quickly, she rounded the block of buildings to the south of the square before approaching it from an alley on the east end. Walking casually, she stopped in the shade of a building’s awning and studied the square.


  There the man sat.


  Apparently alone.


  She watched him working on his tablet for a while before he got up and left. There were over three hours until the proposed meeting time he’d listed. Instead, she followed him, being careful not to let him see her. He disappeared into a boarding house six blocks south of the square and didn’t reappear.


  At no time did she spot anyone following him besides her. In fact, he took a rather roundabout way getting back to the boardinghouse himself.


  Hurrying, she returned to her own B-and-B, once again making sure she took as circuitous a route as possible to prevent anyone from finding her. It had been nearly an hour since she’d left, and it was with no small measure of relief that she found Liang exactly where she’d left him, still reading.


  He looked up at her return. “Is everything okay?”


  She considered her response. “How would you like to see Uncle Rajesh again?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Rajesh considered changing boardinghouses, except he’d paid for a week in advance and wasn’t sure if leaving that soon would bring more attention to him than he’d wanted. It almost felt like he’d been followed, but he hadn’t spotted anyone.


  If they’d followed him, they’d done a damn sight better job of it than the mercenary team who’d nearly caught up with him in the Ukraine a couple of months earlier. Them he’d spotted, almost immediately, and it had been pure luck that allowed him to get away.


  Unless…


  He went to the window. His room overlooked the front entrance.


  Down the block, he caught sight of a woman disappearing around the corner.


  The floppy had she’d worn concealed her identity, but from the way she’d moved…


  He smiled. If that wasn’t Julie, he’d eat his damn tablet. Maybe she’d received his message and had been close enough to check him out. If so, even better.


  It meant she might be willing to listen to him.


  He wouldn’t e-mail her again. He didn’t want to spook her away by letting her know he’d seen her. And if he was mistaken and it wasn’t her, it might spook her even more.


  No, he’d have to wait and hope she trusted him.


  


  * * * *


  


  Julie got them an early lunch that they ate in their room. She didn’t want Liang anywhere near the square when she went to meet Rajesh. In fact, she’d changed clothes, just in case. An abundance of paranoia, yes.


  From one of the messages the man named Bubba sent her, Julie wrote down a phone number on a scrap of paper and folded it, tucking it into the side pocket of her carryon.


  Then she sat next to Liang and made him look at her. “I need to go do something. If I don’t come back by dark, you take that piece of paper and my sat phone and call and ask to speak to Bubba. Speak English. And then you do what he says, answer any questions he asks you truthfully. But not until after dark. And you do not leave this room. Understand?” She hoped the man wasn’t lying to her, but it was the only backup she had.


  “Where are you going?”


  “Hopefully just to meet Uncle Rajesh. But there are bad men everywhere, and the problem is, we don’t know where or who. You have to trust me when I tell you what to do. Understand?”


  He nodded, hugging her. “I love you, Momma.”


  She fought back the prickle of tears. “Love you, too.” The past couple of years for him had been a life no child should have to live, the fear, the lack of friends and formal schooling, the constant need for secrecy.


  With her heart in her throat, she locked the room door behind her and headed out, taking a totally different route to the square than she had before.


  Sure enough, Rajesh was already there, waiting, sitting on a low wall, his back to her, when she arrived fifteen minutes early.


  She sat on a planter and pretended to read the newspaper she’d brought with her, one she’d picked up in the lobby of the B-and-B on her way out the front door.


  He looked around once or twice but didn’t seem to notice her.


  Watching for any sign he might be talking to someone on a two-way radio, she also looked around the square for anyone standing around and observing.


  Nothing.


  It’s now or never.


  She folded the paper and stood, walking across the square to take a seat a comfortably polite distance from him on the edge of the wall. They were far from alone, the square popular with lunchtime crowds eating their meals.


  He finally looked her way and then down at his tablet again before he put it away. She pretended to read her newspaper, now unable to tell one heartbeat from the next, her pulse pounded so quickly.


  Please don’t let this have been a mistake!


  He leaned in and held up his bare left wrist, pointing to it as if to ask her the time. In a low voice he said, “I’m alone.”


  She nodded without looking away from her paper. “As am I. How did you find me?”


  “Mostly sheer luck. I made an educated guess based on your traffic patterns.”


  “What do you want?”


  “You’ve seen the data.”


  She nodded.


  “Let’s work together. I will contact the team and arrange to go meet with them. You and I will have a prearranged code and if it’s legit, you come in. If not, you run. I won’t tell them we’ve been together.”


  She didn’t want to hope. Didn’t want to think that way. “How can I trust you?”


  “You can’t trust me any more than I can trust you. But somehow, we need to trust each other if we’re going to stop this.”


  “Have you seen any of the others yet?”


  “No. I was very close to finding Jean when I learned about him dying. And I think Li Kim might be in western Europe, but I lost track of him.”


  She’d seen that news about Jean Reusseaux, too. Another reason she’d gotten the hell out of Europe.


  And she was exhausted. So damned tired.


  Tired of doing this alone.


  When was it prudent to keep running, and when was that desire to stay concealed going to backfire and allow the vaccine for Kite to slip through their fingers?


  “What do you want to do?” she asked.


  “Get out of the open, for starters,” he said. “Is Liang safe?”


  “He’s…” Hell, if they were going to grab her, they would have done it by now. “He’s back at the room.”


  “He’s here?”


  She nodded.


  He pulled a notepad out of his bag and scribbled something on it, ripped the page off, and handed it to her. An address and room number.


  “That’s where I am. Go back to him, make sure he’s all right, then you can come meet me there and we can talk. I’ll wait down in the lobby for you.”


  “He’s safe. I have to be back before dark.”


  “What happens then?”


  “You’ve seen the messages? From the team?”


  He nodded.


  “I left the number for that man, Bubba, with Liang. Instructions to call him if I didn’t return, and to do what he said.”


  “Smart woman.” He let out a wistful sigh. “I have a large room, two beds. You are both welcomed to stay with me, if you want.”


  “Do you think we can trust that man? Bubba?”


  “I think that man is smart enough to find us if I was able to find you. I think if he’d meant us harm that he would have found us long before now and brought us in.”


  “They found Quong, Perkins, and McInnis.”


  “And they’re talking about mac and cheese,” Rajesh reminded her. “Before the big earthquake in LA, when they were trying to convince Riley. I saw the messages. That is someone who knows something. That isn’t a random fact Quong or McInnis would give up or even that someone would think to ask in an interrogation for information.”


  “Your instinct is to trust them?”


  “My instinct is to be careful.”


  “You’re willing to take the risk that they’d take you into custody?”


  “Absolutely, rather than risk them coming after you and Liang.” His brown gaze finally met and settled on hers.


  She folded the newspaper and stood, holding her hand out to him. He looked shocked, but he finally shouldered his bag and took her hand as she led him from the plaza.


  “I told the people when I checked in that I was awaiting my husband’s arrival,” she said. “It will make more sense for us to show up with you than for us to leave unexpectedly. And we might need your room just in case we have to move locations quickly.”


  Praying she wasn’t screwing up, she walked back to the B-and-B with Rajesh, arm in arm as if they were a couple. When she opened the door to their room, she immediately held a finger to her lips to keep Liang quiet as she got Rajesh inside.


  The boy threw himself at the man, hugging him. “I missed you, Uncle Rajesh,” he whispered.


  “Missed you, too.”


  She caught Liang’s hand. “You need to pretend Rajesh is your father while we’re here.”


  “Are there bad men here?”


  “We don’t know,” Rajesh said. “But we have to do what your mother says to keep us safe.”


  Despite her best efforts, her internal meter slipped into trust. Rajesh had worked most closely with her trying to make the virus mutate. He better than the rest of the team knew that part of the research, other than herself, of course.


  They would have to take a risk to try to fix what they’d caused.


  It was the only way any of them had a chance.


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  Monday morning, Jerald went into work far earlier than usual. He’d stopped at four beers last night after getting off the phone with Hannibal, meaning he didn’t have a hangover.


  Yet.


  But he’d wanted to be ensconced in his office before anyone had a chance to grab him and ask him, oh, what the everlovin’ fuck was last night’s presidential announcement about?


  Or ask him about the new video clips that had appeared yesterday morning, or the botched interview.


  Just a quick glance at the overnight donation numbers told him the chilling story. There was a drop of five percent when normally Sunday night into Monday morning should be a one- or two-digit increase over average numbers.


  Jerald called the airport they used for Hannibal’s plane and got those arrangements ready, as well as a car to pick him up on the other end. He’d get some loose ends tied up there before heading to St. Louis himself. He’d already had some things shipped to his condo there at the stronghold. Moving wouldn’t be difficult.


  Already he’d started shifting his thinking and revising his previous plans.


  Scratch the presidency. Not that he could let Hannibal think that.


  Scratch the Legacy Project and the girls. Again, Jerald had to stall Hannibal.


  The two main priorities now lay in locating Mary Silo and eliminating anyone who could point a finger of blame back at Hannibal or at Jerald.


  Once those two goals were accomplished, then he could take out Hannibal.


  Why the hell should he run when he’d put so much time, effort, and years into this? All Hannibal did was stand up there and schmooze. It’d been his efforts, behind the scenes, all these years.


  His plans.


  Why should he run for cover and settle for the close to twenty million dollars he had, total, when he could control a billion-dollar empire?


  The church would have to work with the government on Kite. Otherwise there wouldn’t be anyone left to tithe money to the church, duh.


  Kite bad, living good.


  He also needed to find out who the fucker was posting the videos for Mary Silo. No way could he believe it was her working alone. She didn’t have the skills. Fake her way through being drugged? Okay, he could buy that. He could not buy, however, her suddenly becoming a hacker who’d so far stymied the efforts of Jerald’s team to locate the source of the videos.


  He pulled out a new burner phone he’d paid cash for and called one of his own personal contacts who was kept on the payroll for the church as a “technical consultant.”


  “Yo.”


  The guy was based out of Indianapolis and had helped them out several months earlier with finding the reporter who’d headed to Australia and keeping tabs on her. “I have a project for you. Priority. Everything else gets dropped and you focus on this.”


  “For the right price.”


  “One million dollars. I’ll have the transfer done when we get off here.”


  “Then talk to me.”


  Jerald detailed what he needed.


  “Wow. Man, I can’t promise results on that. That sounds like someone who knows how to cover their tracks if the regular team can’t find her.”


  “Yeah, and that much money should allow you to buy as much help as you need to get the job done, right?”


  The guy sighed. “You really want to throw that kind of money into it? Not to talk myself out of a paycheck, but you’re better off debunking the shit as fake. That’s easier and cheaper. You could hire a dozen analysts to testify for you for that price.”


  “Yes, I want it done. Whoever this is can’t be completely invisible. He or she’s posting the videos from somewhere. Even if you need to hack into web hosting companies to find out the info, whatever it takes.”


  The man sighed. “I’ll do my best.”


  Jerald ended the call. It would be money well spent.


  He logged into the church’s computer network, then accessed the bank accounts and authorized the transfer of funds into the “consultant” account. From there, the guy would directly claim and transfer the money to wherever. The account was offshore and set up as another non-profit arm of the church, so there wasn’t anything the IRS could do about it.


  Not that Hannibal would notice. He didn’t get involved in the minutiae of the related accounts. He cared about big-picture numbers, tithing, and his personal accounts. The only thing he’d mentioned lately was converting some offshore assets into gold and bringing them back into the country, which Jerald had done.


  But there was so much more Silo didn’t even know about.


  Which was how Jerald had managed to amass his own money over the years.


  Now all he had to do was get Hannibal out of New Mexico and safely stashed in the St. Louis stronghold where he could keep a better eye on him. He’d already had a long talk with the head of security there.


  And Jerald might have led the man to believe that Rev. Silo was taking the disappearance of his wife very hard and should be kept close watch on.


  Just in case.


  Not to mention, to report to Jerald immediately any…erratic behavior.


  Best-case scenario—Mary Silo would just “happen” to turn up dead and Hannibal, in his grief, tragically passed away a short time later from a heart attack.


  Jerald suspected it wouldn’t be that easy. It seemed, lately, that nothing ever was.


  It was a little after eight o’clock in the morning when Hannibal called him. “Are you coming with me to St. Louis?”


  Shades of petulant child had returned to his tone.


  “Not yet. I have to talk to the detectives this morning and get some things ready before I can join you out there.”


  “Has anyone said anything to you about those videos yet?”


  “No, and they won’t. Again, we’re standing by our insistence that the ‘evidence’ is faked. And I don’t want you talking to anyone about them, either. Claim it’s too distressing if you have to, but keep your mouth shut.”


  He recognized the pause. “You’re starting to get pushy.”


  “I’m trying to keep your ass out of the fire.” He was done coddling the man. “You want me to put my resignation letter on your desk, though, I—”


  “No. Of course not. I need you.”


  “Then let me do my job.” Time for carrot and stick. “Look, you hired me to do my job. I’m good at it. My job is to shield you as much as possible from this kind of stuff. Focus on preaching and playing the grieving husband. You are good at being the public face. Let me work behind the scenes to straighten this out. I will fix this for you, but you have to let me do my job.”


  Jerald had a thought. “Hey, I know. The agriculture project. Marianne Parnassus. Play that up. I’ll instruct the network guys to work up a package on that. How we’re using it as educational for the kids, as well as future plans to help struggling, starving locations grow their own food.”


  Hannibal sighed. “Do I have to?”


  Jerald fought the urge to groan. “You want to help counteract the bad press? This is the best way of doing it, short of a Kite vaccine.”


  “Why can’t we do a story on our researchers?”


  Dammit, the man was sounding borderline whiny now. “No, Hannibal. We don’t need heavy attention focused on us. Light and fluffy. If we’re lucky enough to come up with a vaccine first, sure. But we don’t want to toot our own horn with the Kite vaccine unless we actually have one.”


  “Fine.”


  “Have a safe trip. I’ll be there once I close some things out here.”


  Since he no longer had eyes in the CDC, it was impossible to tell how far ahead of or behind the church’s scientists were in a vaccine. Based on what he’d seen last night on the TV, he assumed Arliss was behind that as well.


  No wonder the President had taken so long to follow through with getting rid of Arliss. She couldn’t.


  Whatever pull Arliss had was far stronger and ran much deeper than a daughter’s college abortion.


  Hmm.


  Unless it was due to Barstow, perhaps threatening to let loose the tides of the press upon the administration over it.


  Right now, he couldn’t deal with that. He had his own fish to fry, and it was time to start turning up the fire under Mary Silo’s helper.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jerald wasn’t looking forward to his next call. The detective in charge of looking for Mary Silo had been borderline confrontational in the beginning, until video footage from the rental car agency there in Albuquerque showed she was alone when she arrived to rent the car. After that he was cordial, but definitely not warm and friendly.


  Especially not once the private videos and audio clips started surfacing.


  Detective Cranston was at his desk.


  “Hi, this is Jerald Arbeid, Rev. Silo’s assistant.”


  “What can I do for you?”


  “I wanted to let you know that I’m sending Rev. Silo to our St. Louis compound for now.”


  “What? Why? We should have been told about this ahead of time.”


  Jerald had expected this. “I know, and I apologize. I promise, any time you need him, I’ll fly him back. But between you and me, the stress is wearing heavy on him. He’s not a well man.”


  “I saw the interview Sunday morning. And I want to talk to him about the new videos.”


  I’m sure you do. “He’ll be happy to answer any questions you have. But as you can understand, it pains him to see someone has taken what was…personal video footage and corrupted it, sullied it.”


  The police department’s own experts hadn’t been able to negate their insistence that the audio was doctored.


  Fortunately, Hannibal had sprung for cheap cameras that had poor microphones.


  “Are you telling me someone is deliberately trying to ruin Silo’s reputation? Why?”


  “Because his church wields a lot of influence, detective. I’m afraid it’s political in nature. That’s my guess. The reverend campaigned heavily for the President in the last election. I think that someone is trying to discredit him now to try to give them an inroad into defeating the President in the re-election. Especially if she’s so close to her scientists finding a Kite vaccine. Well, what’s the next best way to hurt her? Go after her spiritual advisor, of course.”


  The cop sounded weary. “Listen, right now, we have no evidence other than Mary Silo walked away under her own power and left. And now these videos are surfacing. It’s looking to me like she was sick and tired of her husband and wanted out.”


  “And her doctors told you she’s not a well woman. It would be incredibly easy for anyone to manipulate her. Take advantage of her.”


  “Yet we have no evidence anyone helped her leave.”


  “And you have absolutely no evidence he ever raised his voice to her, much less mistreated her.” Jerald rubbed at his forehead, glad the cop couldn’t see him. “The reverend will be glad to answer any and all questions, of course. His priority is seeing that his wife is brought home safe and sound. We’ve cooperated with every aspect of the investigation, even against the advice of counsel. However, my priority is making sure the reverend is taken care of since he’s not taking very good care of himself right now. He’s distraught, and frankly his doctors feel he needs to be in a different location at this time, where he isn’t constantly reminded that his wife is missing. He has nothing to hide, I assure you.”


  Well, nothing to hide except that they were behind Kite getting a strong grip in the US, of course. And that Silo had been planning to artificially inseminate women. And have child brides.


  “I’ll keep you posted if we find out anything or I need to talk to him again.” Then the detective hung up on Jerald.


  Asshole.


  Still, Jerald smiled. He could tell they were basically washing their hands of the investigation unless credible, actionable evidence cropped up. With Kite strongly pushing toward New Mexico’s borders, they had more pressing matters on their hands.


  That meant he had a better chance of finding her with his hired hands.


  Frankly, Jerald wanted a whack or two at her himself for derailing their plans with her disappearance. This had totally fucked everything up even worse than it had been.


  Obviously Hannibal isn’t as observant as he thought he was. Not if Mary could pull off this disappearing trick, and right out from under their noses while at the church.


  That was something he’d deal with after he dealt with Mary Silo.


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  Bubba was drinking his fourth cup of coffee Monday afternoon when an alert hit his desktop. He frowned and pulled it up.


  It was an e-mail, which had been sent from Pandora’s official CMM e-mail account.


  Huh.


  To the best of his knowledge, she wasn’t using that account per his orders. They’d let it sit, other than for e-mails he pushed through it, to or from, to make it look like it was still active. He’d left the password unchanged on it, knowing that way back in March, when all this had started, that Hannibal Silo’s operatives working with the mole in Arliss’ command had hacked into it.


  He’d left it as bait, wanting to see what happened.


  Nothing else had happened with it…until now.


  He opened the e-mail, which had been sent to someone at a site called holyrollingfraud.link.


  Which he damn well knew was the blog posting the videos and other info given to them by Mary Silo.


  Hi,


  We’re looking to license one or more of your videos about Reverend Hannibal Silo. What are your current requirements and exclusivity terms?


  Thanks!


  Celia Jorgens


  Considering she was listed in the network’s public company contact directory, having her full name wasn’t exactly a shocker.


  Just to make sure, he dug out his secure sat-phone and called Papa.


  “Is this good news or bad?” Papa said by way of greeting.


  “Not sure. Is Pandora handy?”


  “Sure. Hold on. Let me track her down.”


  A moment later, she was on the line. “Hello?”


  “Hey, sweetie. I have a quick question for you.”


  “Sure.”


  “You been using your CMM e-mail account for anything?”


  “No. You told me not to.”


  “You didn’t send an e-mail a little bit ago to that blog posting videos of Silo?”


  “No. Why?”


  Bubba grinned as he pulled up another browser window and sprang into action. “Just wanted to check. No one else using it with your permission, right? Like maybe Lima?”


  “No. What’s going on?”


  “I’ll call you back and let you know.” His fingers flew over the keyboard. “But I think it’s a lead.”


  He hung up and, sure enough, a reply e-mail came arrived from the blog just moments later. The person was good at hiding their location, but not as good as Mike.


  He grinned. “Gotcha.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Lima jumped as the sat-phone rang. “Yeah?”


  “Write this down.” Bubba rattled off an address about a mile from where they were. “And this is what you’re looking for.” Lima could barely keep up with him as Bubba read off the MAC address of a laptop.


  “They there right now?”


  “Yep. Move it.”


  “This our person?”


  “Someone’s trying to chum our fish out of the weeds and into deeper water and got a nibble from them. We need to grab them, now, before anything else can happen.”


  “So this is our fish, or the chummer?”


  “Our fish.”


  “Roger roger.” Lima ended the call and got the others’ attention. “Let’s move.” He’d been across the street from another coffee shop that Bubba had listed as a potential site.


  “How do you want to handle this?” Chief asked from where she was riding shotgun with Omega. Their first day of searching, they hadn’t yet finalized a plan to involve using the helo, so they were on the ground in both SUVs.


  Lima was in the SUVs backseat, Omega behind the wheel. “Find the person and wait until they leave to grab them,” Lima said. “We don’t want to scare a bunch of civvies or tip anyone else off.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Ax went ahead and responded to the CMM e-mail after he verified, via a quick tip-toe through CMM’s website, that the person was legit.


  It would take him too long to change locations right now just to send the e-mail, and he had to get to work pretty soon. Besides, he was piggy-backing through alonegirl’s laptop again.


  Good ole reliable alonegirl.


  He did not want to lose out on a possibility of grabbing another hefty payout. His web traffic had gone crazy through the roof this morning, between the network’s interview of Silo yesterday morning, the release of the new clips, and following the President’s announcement last night about a possible Kite vaccine.


  Yay, they might not all die, but he didn’t want Silo’s story eclipsed by the salvation of the human race at the hands of scientists, either. He needed to keep the pressure on Silo for now and couldn’t let an opportunity slip through his fingers.


  Finishing up, he broke the connection and shut down, heading out. He’d have to swing by home later to grab his other laptop in case CMM had paid out. He definitely didn’t want to send the clips from his usual laptop, or from that particular coffee shop.


  I’m going to be rich, and Silo is going to be disgraced. Perfect.


  


  * * * *


  


  Donna was about to reboot her computer because it was running so slow, until it finally started acting right again.


  If she had more money she’d buy a new one but it wasn’t in the budget. Not when she had her future to think of. Saving up for retirement wasn’t something most people could claim to do anymore.


  She wanted to blow the bell curve.


  Relaxing in her seat, she skipped past news stories about an ongoing sex scandal with a preacher, and the President’s speech last night, to find a story about a little blind girl who had learned how to juggle.


  All morning at work, coworkers and customers had tried to engage her in conversation about current events. As always, she smiled and deflected, staying professional and friendly, but on topic.


  She was there to handle banking transactions, and that’s what she was getting paid to do. Not gossip about politics or anything else.


  If someone wanted to tell her about their dog nailing a best-in-show ribbon, sure, she’d be happy to hear that. Or that their kid won a spelling bee.


  Anything but current events.


  Depressing as hell current events.


  At their morning meeting before they opened, there were no new public health alerts for them to be aware of. Donna had her surgical mask firmly in place, was using copious amounts of hand sanitizer after each transaction, and she was going to do the job she was being fairly compensated for.


  In other words, she wasn’t going to give anyone a reason to possibly discipline or fire her for not doing her job.


  She wasn’t even minding the long days and split shifts. It was relaxing to come sit at the coffee shop every day. The staff changed fairly frequently, but a couple of the baristas had been there long enough to know her by name and actually get her name right on her order.


  In her mind, Donna pretended she was an executive able to take long, leisurely lunches. It was kind of fun.


  A couple of different guys, and a woman, none of whom she’d seen there before, came in while she was eating her lunch. They ordered and then left after hanging around for a little while. One of the guys even sat down at a table next to her usual comfy chair for a few minutes, working on his tablet.


  Whatever. It wasn’t unusual to see people in there around lunch time making use of the free Wi-Fi. He made no move to talk to her, and she didn’t give him any body language to think she was looking for company, either. Sometimes guys would sit down close to her and eventually strike up a conversation. Keeping her earbuds in and focused on her laptop usually shut down ninety percent of those attempts.


  When she finished her lunch, she shut down her laptop and packed up, heading to the bathroom first. After using the facilities and thoroughly washing her hands, she made sure her surgical mask was in place before heading out the front door.


  That’s when her day went sideways.


  She realized the woman she’d seen inside, a short, sturdy woman, was waiting outside. Next to her stood one of the men, the guy on the tablet.


  Then they fell in step with Donna as she headed toward the corner to cross. “Hi, I have a quick question for you,” the woman asked.


  Donna didn’t recognize her from the bank, either. “Yes?”


  An SUV screeched up to the corner. Before Donna could react, two guys jumped out, grabbed her, and pulled her into the backseat with them.


  She barely had time to scream before someone grabbed her hand and she felt her finger get pricked.


  “What the hell?”


  “Clear,” one of the men said.


  The SUV, driven by a large black guy she also now recognized as one of the strangers she’d seen earlier, careened around a corner and sped south.


  “Who are you? What’s going on?” Fear had tried to chip away at her.


  One of the two men in the backseat threw a pillowcase over her head. “No questions. We’re not going to hurt you.”


  They shoved her over on her side and pulled her hands behind her, her wrists bound with something hard and flexible, before they sat her up again.


  “Chief and Lima behind us?” one of the guys asked.


  The man driving answered. “They’re behind us, catching up.”


  “That was easier than I thought,” the second backseat guy said.


  “Who the hell are you? Let me go!”


  “Lady, your questions will all get answered once you answer ours, but that’s going to happen once we’re someplace quiet where we can talk.”


  “I have to get to my job!” she cried. “I can’t get fired!”


  The driver snorted. “Getting fired from your job is the least of your worries.”


  Fear had definitely settled in. “Please don’t hurt me. I don’t have any money.”


  “We’re not going to hurt you. And we don’t want money.” She wasn’t sure which one of the backseat men had spoken. They certainly sounded calm. And other than the hood and the handcuffs, or whatever they were, they hadn’t hurt her.


  A phone rang, and one of them answered. “Package intercepted. Going to the safe house now.”


  “Help!” she screamed.


  “And here we go,” the driver said. “Lady, believe me. If we were going to hurt you, you’d be dead already.”


  She cringed, trying to get away from the men, who were only holding her upper arms.


  “Yeah,” one of the other guys said, apparently still on the phone. “She’s got a set of lungs on her.”


  “That’s the truth,” the other guy muttered.


  Guy on the phone appeared to be on her right, while the other guy was on her left.


  “Please, let me go!”


  “We’ll call you back when we’re secure,” Phone Guy said. “Bye.”


  She’d lived a relatively charmed life. She’d never been mugged, always careful to use common sense. And she’d never had a problem in the middle of the day.


  “Sit back and relax,” the guy on her left said. “It’ll take us about forty minutes to get there this time of day.”


  “Why are you doing this to me?”


  “You can sit there and behave, or we can give you something to knock you out that will likely leave you with a headache when you wake up.”


  She cringed from him, shaking her head.


  “Good girl.”


  “I’m not your girl!” she screamed, her anger finally flashing over from fear. She started struggling, trying to head-butt the guy.


  Phone Guy started laughing and slung an arm around her shoulders, pulling her back and immobilizing her. “Hey, she’s feisty.”


  “Don’t let her talk to Clara,” Left Guy said. “She’ll teach her castrations.”


  “Hold the fuck still,” Phone Guy said, his serious tone now brooking no resistance. “We’re not going to hurt you, but if you don’t settle down, you will take an involuntary nap.”


  Trembling, she decided whatever was going to happen, maybe she’d better listen to them. Yanking herself free, she sat up in the middle of the seat, trying not to touch either of them.


  “There you go,” the driver said, sounding decidedly amused.


  Donna still couldn’t process that she’d gone from spending her lunch break watching really cute and relaxing videos to…


  This.


  Whatever this was.


  And if they weren’t going to hurt her, she was going to hurt them. If she got fired because of…this, she was going to be really pissed off.


  


  * * * *


  


  When Uni put the phone away, he finally had time to contemplate their captured target. He had honestly expected a guy, not a woman. Stupid, he knew, because sure there were plenty of very skilled female hackers in the world. Dressed liked she worked in an office, too.


  She wasn’t a bad-looking woman, either. Brown hair down to her shoulders, and greenish hazel eyes he’d gotten a glimpse of before they’d pulled the pillowcase over her head. Didn’t want her knowing where the safe house was, and really didn’t want to use a blindfold on her that she might be able to rub down and see around. She was a couple of inches taller than Chief, and built slimmer with curves in all the right places.


  Definitely wasn’t someone he’d mind getting to know better.


  Of course, that was if they could overcome the initial meeting-slash-kidnapping first impression she had of them. To her credit, she’d settled down. He didn’t know what that would mean later, if she had a few tricks up her sleeve or not, but the fact that she was totally unprepared to be taken into custody like that, caught completely unaware, meant she wasn’t used to watching over her shoulder.


  Which…


  That niggled at his brain. Someone taking that great of pains to keep their identity a secret, shouldn’t she have at least been paying attention to her surroundings?


  


  * * * *


  


  Victor couldn’t help but let his mind wander as they sped back to the safe house. Maybe this was their chance, finally. Yeah, he’d gotten a pretty decent look at her before they’d hooded her, and she was cute.


  Focus!


  He stared over her head and across the seat at Uni, whose blue gaze met his. Yes, he knew Uni’s feelings and fears. Couldn’t blame the guy, but dammit, this woman, whoever she was, was going to have to stay with them for a while.


  For her own protection, if nothing else. Bubba said it looked like someone else was on her trail now, trying to chum her out of hiding. Bubba didn’t know for sure who yet, but they were very likely whoever was behind hacking into Pandora’s account back in March when she went to Australia.


  Once this woman got done being pissed off at them and got to know them and realized they were trying to help her, maybe they could have a shot with her.


  If she was single. At least none of the other guys were around for her to meet yet.


  Single guys, that was.


  Okay, I’ve lost it.


  This was a mission, not a date.


  Still, he couldn’t help but let the word dibs roll through his brain.


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  As Donna’s anger gave way to fear again, she realized she did, indeed, have far larger worries than whether or not she was going to lose her job.


  Now, despite what the men had said, the fact that she might be about to lose her life was starting to sink in.


  Of course they’d lie and say they weren’t going to hurt her. They wouldn’t want her to get upset and fight them. Keeping her calm was to their benefit.


  What, kidnappers couldn’t be liars?


  That would be a massive logic flaw.


  Donna had no clue where they were taking her, only that based on what they’d said, it was likely outside of the city. Maybe if she could get away from them, she could run and get help.


  Getting kidnapped is a legitimate reason for being late to work, right?


  Wouldn’t someone miss her? She was supposed to be back…well, now. And she was the head teller on duty for the afternoon shift.


  Hopefully someone would miss her. Lisa and Ginny wouldn’t be expecting her home until nearly ten that night. And they’d already be in bed, most likely, so they might not miss her until the next morning when she wasn’t getting ready with the rest of them.


  Shouldn’t I be worried more about the fact that I’m being kidnapped than about the fact that my job might be on the line?


  Maybe that’s why they were kidnapping her, because of her job at the bank.


  “Look,” she said, hoping this wasn’t a mistake. “I’m just a head teller. I don’t have access to the vault or anything. If you took me because you think I can help you rob the bank, I can’t.”


  The guy to her left sounded irritated. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  “What? Isn’t that why you’ve kidnapped me? Because I work at the bank?”


  “Lady, I don’t care where you work. That’s not why we’ve got you. And just sit tight until we get to where we’re going. We’ll explain it all then.”


  “We’re not going to hurt you,” Phone Guy said on her right. “And it’ll be a mutually advantageous arrangement, I’m sure.”


  “What? I…” Horror struck her. “Please don’t rape me!”


  Now it sounded like all three men made disgusted sounding snorts. Guy on her left spoke up. “The last thing we’d ever do is rape you. Quit assuming the worst about people. Just…shut up. We’ll be there soon.”


  She couldn’t explain it, but it almost sounded like she’d hurt his feelings.


  And she was even more confused to realize she wasn’t sure if that made her mad…or made her feel vaguely guilty.


  


  * * * *


  


  Donna felt it when they slowed and turned into what she guessed was a driveway. The SUV stopped for a moment before pulling forward again, and she realized they’d driven into a garage and the door was being rolled down.


  Once the garage door had closed behind them and the driver had shut off the engine, the men got her out, holding her arms and helping her, not roughly, she realized. Patiently, not yanking or dragging her. They waited for her to get her footing under her before leading her through the garage.


  “Step up one step,” Phone Guy said.


  She did, now feeling tile under her shoes instead of concrete.


  Then they pulled the hood off her head.


  She blinked, startled. They were in a house.


  A very nice house.


  Not exactly the kind of grimy lair she would have expected for kidnappers.


  Somewhere in the house, the sound of the front door opening and closing sounded and she heard two people talking, a man and a woman.


  They got her seated on the couch, her hands still bound behind her. She realized Phone Guy was blond and had gorgeous, dark blue eyes a totally different shade than Ginny’s. The other guy had curly brown hair and hazel eyes. He was a couple of inches taller than Phone Guy’s six feet, and was holding her computer bag.


  The driver, the large black man, settled into an easy chair. And now the woman she’d seen, and the man with the tablet, entered through another doorway to join them.


  Brown Hair handed the man with the tablet her bag.


  Donna protested, even though she couldn’t do anything with her hands still bound. “Hey, that’s mine!”


  “I know,” Brown Hair said, evenly meeting her gaze. “You’ll get it back soon enough.”


  Tablet Guy dug her laptop out and set it up on the coffee table. Apparently her password was no match for him, because his fingers flew across the keyboard without him bothering to ask her for any information.


  He checked something against his tablet. “This is it.” Then his smile started to fade, replaced by a frown.


  “What’s wrong?” the woman asked.


  “Oh…crap.” He seemed to be searching for something for a couple of minutes without talking before he looked straight at Donna. “Tell me about holyrollingfraud.link.”


  “What?”


  “The website you run. Tell me about it. How are you accessing it?”


  “What are you talking about? I don’t run any websites.”


  “Look, despite you trying to use an anonymizer, we still tracked your MAC address. It was used to send an e-mail in response to a request for information about licensing one of the Reverend Silo clips.”


  “My what address? I don’t have a Mac. Duh, that’s a PC, genius. What kind of computer guy are you if you can’t tell the difference?” She belatedly realized she was snarkily rambling in her fear. “Besides, I can’t afford a Mac on my salary. And Reverend who? I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.” She shifted position on the couch, trying to give her chafing wrists a break.


  Now the five people exchanged a wary glance. “Uni, give me the sat-phone,” Tablet Guy said. “I need to call Bubba.”


  Uni—at least now she had a name for Blue Eyes—produced a phone and handed it off to the guy. Tablet Guy took the phone from Uni, her laptop, and his tablet, and disappeared down a hall. The sound of a door closing filtered through to the living room.


  The woman took over. From her stance with her hands on her hips and feet apart for stability, even though she wore jeans and a blouse, Donna suspected she was law enforcement. She walked over to stand in front of Donna.


  “What is your name?”


  “Okay, seriously? You people kidnap me and don’t even know who you kidnapped? You realize my family is broke, right? Please, just let me go!”


  Brown Hair dug through her bag. “Hey! That’s mine!” Donna protested.


  He came out with her wallet. “Donna Epperson,” he said when he read her license.


  She briefly struggled against the wrist restraints, until they started cutting into her flesh. “Why did you kidnap me?”


  “We haven’t kidnapped you,” the woman said.


  “Really? Because I think this is the definition of a kidnapping.”


  “At least she didn’t try to bite any of you,” the black man said with an amused smile. Everyone seemed to think that was funny, for some reason.


  Hell, the kidnapping had been so quick and obviously well-planned that Donna hadn’t even had time to think, much less fight back or bite.


  “Donna,” the woman said, “you can call me Chief. Your computer was identified as the one being used by the person who is posting the videos of Rev. Hannibal Silo.”


  This had to be a dream. Maybe she stepped off the curb and a car hit her and she was in a coma or something. “I don’t know what you’re talking about! I work at the First Atlanta Commerce Bank. I’m one of their head tellers, and I’m going to lose my job if I miss work! I’m the head teller for this afternoon’s shift. I don’t own a website. I don’t even know how to own a website! I’ve worked at the bank for the past six years, and you people are going to cost me my job!”


  “Just calm down,” Brown Hair said. She had to admit he was cute.


  Great. My luck, I meet a cute guy, and he’s kidnapping me.


  She didn’t want to start crying, because none of this made any sense and she didn’t want to give these wacky strangers the satisfaction of seeing her cry.


  She’d started out her Monday morning the way she did every Monday morning. No, working at a bank wasn’t her life’s dream, but she was happy enough with what she did. The security she had from her job. The independence. The benefits.


  The unshared bedroom in a decent enough apartment with two friends she dearly loved and got along well with.


  She had no complaints in general.


  And now…


  Now this.


  Maybe they thought she was someone else. Well, no maybe about it. All that nonsense about websites and video clips.


  That was it. They thought she was someone else.


  Maybe they’ll let me go since they obviously screwed up. “Please, whoever you’re looking for, I’m not them. Just let me go, and I swear I won’t say anything!”


  The guy named Uni was about to say something when they heard a door open down the hall.


  Tablet Guy reappeared, looking unhappy. He had her laptop and tablet, but he wasn’t on the phone any longer. “Good news, or bad news?” he asked his compatriots.


  “Bad,” they all said at once.


  “Whoever is running the website was piggybacking a connection through her laptop. She’s not the right person.”


  “See? I told you—”


  Brown Hair held up a hand to silence her, but focused on Tablet Guy. “What’s the good news, then?”


  “We can use her computer to bait both the person we’re really looking for, and the people looking for them.”


  “What?” Donna added her voice to everyone else’s that time.


  Tablet Guy continued as if everyone understood what he was talking about. Then Donna realized they did know what he was talking about. She was the only one in the dark.


  “I found evidence where our unsub fish has been piggybacking through her computer quite a bit. He’s left trails here and there.” He looked at Donna. “What is your schedule?”


  “What?”


  “Your schedule. Do you go to that coffee shop all the time?”


  She gave up trying not to cry. “Look, please, just let me go!”


  The woman rolled her eyes in obvious exasperation, and somehow, that was worse. Donna flinched away when the woman pulled out an ugly-looking pocket knife and opened it, stepping toward her.


  “Relax. I’m going to cut the cuffs off. Hold still.”


  Gulping and sniffling, Donna froze, waiting for the feel of a knife in her back or something, but…


  Nope. The woman deftly freed her, reinforcing Donna’s opinion she was maybe a cop. Donna waited to move until the woman stepped back. Then she saw, yep, they were those plastic zip ties cops used. The woman dropped them on the table and folded the knife, returning it to her pocket.


  Donna rubbed her wrists, then wiped at her eyes. “Are you going to let me go?” Maybe they weren’t kidnappers. If she was a cop, if they were all cops, maybe this was a secret operation. That would explain why they wouldn’t tell her—


  “No,” all of them said, making her draw back.


  “Not yet,” the woman amended.


  Tablet Guy pointed at himself. “Lima.” He pointed at the black guy. “Omega.” The woman. “Chief.” Blue Eyes, of course, she knew was Uni, and then it turned out Brown Hair had a reasonably normal name. “Victor.”


  “Are you cops?”


  Lima sat on the coffee table in front of her. “We need you to listen to our story. No, we won’t hurt you, and yes, we will make sure you are compensated for our screw-up, but in this case, our screw-up might have saved your life.”


  “What?”


  “You said you work for a bank?”


  “I…yes. You didn’t answer my question. Are you guys cops?”


  “Chief was, until recently, a cop, but no. We’re a special operations unit in deep cover. Please, work with me here. Answer my questions. You work for a bank?”


  “Yes.” She sniffled again and Chief left the room, returning a moment later with some paper towels.


  “Sorry, we don’t have any tissues.”


  Donna tentatively accepted the paper towels. “Thank you.” She blew her nose.


  Lima continued. “Somebody has been using your laptop a lot to piggyback an Internet connection through it to hide their identity. Not hard to believe, since you’ve got a pretty simple password.”


  “No one’s ever committed any identity theft on me before. I’m careful. I’m not stupid. I only do my credit card and banking stuff at home on our Wi-Fi there.”


  He took a deep breath. “I didn’t say you were stupid,” he slowly said, indicating he definitely thought she was stupid. “How well do you know computers?”


  “I can use mine. I use them all day at work.”


  “Do you program them?”


  “No. I have a business degree, not a computer one. I ended up working at the bank after college.”


  “Do you know about websites?”


  “Well, how to use one. Not how to build one. I’ve never done that before.”


  “What is your usual routine like?”


  She studied them all again. “Why should I tell you all of this? How do I know you guys aren’t bad guys?”


  Uni had been standing there, arms crossed over his chest and his chin resting in one palm. “If we were the bad guys,” he snarked, “you’d be crying over missing digits right now, and I don’t mean zeroes and ones. Please let him ask the questions and answer the ones he puts to you.”


  She blanched and refocused on Lima.


  “I work Monday through Thursday,” she said. “I work a split shift, nine to nine, with a three-hour break in the afternoon. I take the bus to work, so I go to that coffee shop every day for lunch for three hours, and—”


  “Surf the Internet,” Lima finished.


  “Yes.”


  “Every day.”


  She nodded. “Why?”


  “How long has this been going on?”


  “I…Well, I’ve been working the split shift for a couple of years now. Wait…” She thought about it. “Are you saying someone’s been, like, getting into my computer or something?”


  “Now she gets it,” Victor drawled with a handsome smirk that she was halfway tempted to get up and go smack off his kisser.


  Lima ignored him, nodding. “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying.”


  “Sometimes my computer starts running really slow for no reason. But a friend told me that was probably because it was on a public Wi-Fi connection.”


  Lima’s eyes dropped closed, his head hanging. “Did it do that today? Like maybe right before we first got there?”


  She started to say no, then checked herself. “Yeah, actually, it did. I was almost ready to restart it when it stopped acting up.”


  “Shit,” he muttered.


  “What’s that mean?” Omega asked.


  Lima raised his head. “We need to go fishing again and use her as bait.”


  Fear pierced her again. “What?”


  “Metaphorically speaking,” he said. “Does she have a cell in her purse?”


  Victor dug into it and produced her phone, handing it to Lima.


  He studied it for a moment before looking at her. “I’m going to let you call work. Tell them you have a family emergency, that someone, I don’t care who, was rushed to the hospital and you had to go be there, and you’ll be out for the rest of the week.”


  “But I can’t afford to miss work like that!”


  “We’ll pay you,” Lima said. “I can have twenty-five grand dropped into your bank account in twenty minutes.”


  Her jaw gaped. “What?”


  Lima arched an eyebrow at her. “Seriously. We’re the good guys, and we don’t want to fuck you over with your pay. But do not make me regret letting you make this call.” He held the phone out to her.


  Wondering if it was a trap, she stared at it for a moment. She already had a missed call from work.


  “Twenty-five grand?”


  Everyone nodded.


  “But…IRS laws. They’ll flag it, and—”


  “An overseas account, then,” Lima said. “Seriously. We’re good for it. I do this all the time to hide our trail. Black-ops money. Untraceable.”


  “I’m not good at lying.”


  “Then I suggest you keep it simple.”


  She stared at her phone then finally took it from him and dialed in to the back office line for HR at their branch.


  Lima’s gaze held hers as she waited for someone to pick up.


  “Hey, Kathy? It’s Donna Epperson. Listen, I’m really sorry, I’ve got a family emergency and need to take a couple of days of unpaid family leave time. My dad called and my mom’s been rushed to the hospital… No, I don’t know what’s going on yet. I’m sorry I didn’t call sooner, I was at lunch when he called me. I’m on my way to meet them now… Thanks, can you fill my shift for the rest of this week? Hopefully I’ll be back on Monday. If not, I’ll call by Friday and let you know… Okay, thanks.”


  When she ended the call, Lima wiggled his fingers, motioning for her to hand the phone back.


  She handed it over.


  Lima stood and grabbed his tablet. After doing something, he walked over and showed it to her.


  On the screen was displayed a user interface for Banque Grande Suisse Internationale.


  And a transfer into an account in the amount of twenty-five grand.


  Her jaw gaped.


  “You’re in banking, so you should have a hint that this is legit, right?”


  She nodded. She’d seen that screen before.


  It was legit.


  “When we’re done figuring this shit out,” Lima said, “I will turn control of that account over to you. You are then free to do whatever the hell you want with the money. Okay?”


  She swallowed hard and nodded.


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  Even though Donna was cute and single, Victor was getting the sense that despite claiming to have a business degree, and working in a bank, she might not be the sharpest knife in the drawer when it came to being quick on the uptake.


  Looks like I owe snowflake an apology.


  Until now, everyone in their unit had playfully teased Pandora for her lack of street smarts despite coming from Chicago and being a reporter.


  It looked like this woman would usurp her in the clueless special snowflake department.


  They moved to the dining room table where Lima used his tablet to give Donna the rundown on the story from start to finish, as much as she needed to know, but more than enough to instill in her the absolute need for secrecy about what they were trying to accomplish and why.


  They left out some of the finer and more personal details, like six of the teams pairing up with women in the process.


  “So…this Reverend Silo guy. He’s the one I’ve heard about on the news? Well, I’ve tried not to hear about him. I’ll admit I go out of my way to avoid bad news. The world sucks enough as it is.”


  “Yes,” Lima said. “We’re hoping to find his wife. If we can locate her, via whoever is helping her post the videos, it will likely help us expose everything he’s been doing.”


  She slowly nodded. Victor could stare at her greenish hazel eyes all day.


  Clueless special snowflake or not.


  Donna tucked her brown hair behind her ears. Even without obvious makeup, she was cute. “You think the guy who was piggybacking through my computer is that guy?”


  “Might not be a guy,” Lima said. “Might be a woman. Do you see the same people in the coffee shop all the time?”


  “Sometimes, but it’s hard to tell. Most everyone wears a surgical mask. I frequently see the same people, yes.”


  “We’re going to need you to help us over the next couple of days,” Lima said. “We’re going to take you to the coffee shop every day at the same time you’d usually be there, and we’ll wait there with you.”


  “I…I’m not a spy. I told you, I’m not good at lying.”


  “We don’t need you to be,” Lima said. “We just need you to do exactly what we tell you to do. If the man or woman shows up and starts using your connection again, we’ll figure out who it is and grab them.”


  “And that’s all I have to do?”


  “That, and not say anything to anyone about all of this,” Omega said.


  Victor wanted to sit and stare at her. He was content to let everyone else do the talking while he watched and listened.


  Hell, it was the closest he’d been to getting laid in a looong damn time. Even if nothing came of it, at least he’d have a fantasy to hold onto while rubbing one out in the shower.


  “You think this Reverend Silo killed those people in LA? At that clinic? You have proof?”


  “Pretty definitive proof,” Chief said. “But if we move too soon, before the vaccine is developed, there’s a very good risk he might release more Kite virus and infect more people.”


  Donna rubbed her hands up and down her arms, smoothing the gooseflesh suddenly rippling her skin.


  He wanted to stroke her skin—


  Pay attention, idiot!


  “Okay. I’ll do what I can to help.”


  “For safety’s sake,” Chief said, “you need to stay here with us the next few days.”


  “What do I tell my roommates?”


  There always had to be a hiccup. “How many?” Victor asked.


  “Two. Lisa and Ginny. I can’t lie to them and tell them my mom’s sick. They know my mom. And they both know I suck at and hate to lie.”


  “Do you see your mom a lot?”


  “Well, no, fortunately not. She lives just outside Atlanta, with my dad and some other relatives. Close by. I don’t have a car.” She let out a disgusted sounding snort. “They’re trying to talk me into leaving and going to some hunting cabin my uncle has to ride out this stuff. I have a real job, though. I can’t just up and leave. I’ll get fired. Lisa and Ginny know I won’t go with my parents. It’s been a point of contention between me and my parents for weeks now.”


  “Perfect,” Victor said. “Look, tell your friends that you agreed to go look at the cabin with your parents and stay for a couple of days, just to placate them.”


  Doubt crossed her expression. “I don’t know if they’ll believe that.”


  “Is there any chance of your parents just showing up at the apartment?”


  “No, not really.” Another snort that was definitely disgust. “And my mom flat-out told me if I left I couldn’t bring them with me. I wouldn’t leave them behind even if I did go. I love them. They’re like sisters to me.”


  “Then that’s perfect,” Victor said. “Tell them you made a deal with your parents just to shut them up. Tell them they lied to you that someone was sick to trick you into going, but then they told you the truth, but you’d already taken the days off from work.”


  She seemed to consider it. “How am I supposed to get home and get my stuff? I don’t even know where I am right now.”


  “She’s your package, gentlemen,” Omega said to him and Uni. “You guys get to drive her and stay with her to guard her.”


  Victor was trying to figure out a ruse that would explain the presence of two strange men in her life when she solved it for them.


  “They won’t be home before six at the earliest. If you can get me there and out before then, I won’t have to explain you.”


  “Then let’s go,” Uni said, starting to rise.


  She didn’t move. “I do have a lot of cousins they’ve never met,” she said, apparently still stuck in strategy mode.


  Oh, boy. She was pretty, and obviously book-smart if she had a business degree and was a head teller at a bank, but she wasn’t exactly a tactical weapon in terms of on-the-fly planning.


  I hope Uni likes her. And that maybe she’ll come to like us.


  


  * * * *


  


  Holy.


  Crap.


  Donna hadn’t moved, apparently still lost in trying to figure out her story.


  Uni fought the urge to sit there and shake his head in disbelief.


  She really is going to out-snowflake our original snowflake.


  He hoped like hell that shit didn’t go south while trying to flush out their real target. He wasn’t sure this one had enough common sense to come in out of the rain.


  Granted, she had to be relatively smart to do what she did for a living. They didn’t hire idiots to work in a bank.


  Having book-smarts did not necessarily mean a person had street-smarts.


  Why couldn’t Victor have cozied up to Panda before Foxtrot and Kilo won her heart?


  What the hell was he thinking? This was a woman, a person. This wasn’t a candy shop.


  “I could always tell them you’re my cousins,” Donna said. “They haven’t met all of them. And I have a lot of them. Maybe that I’m spending time with my cousins?”


  “Then shouldn’t we get moving before they get home?” Uni asked.


  He realized belatedly how snarky that came out sounding.


  She glared at him. “Listen, dude. I didn’t ask to be pulled into this mess in the first place. Okay? I’m the one who has to live with and deal with the fallout of all these secrets that I didn’t want anything to do with. You dumped a shitload of…well, shit into my lap that I’ll have to figure out. So give me two seconds to figure it out.”


  Well, she’s ballsy. I’ll give her that much.


  He once again relaxed into his chair, realizing they weren’t going anywhere until she was satisfied she knew what to say.


  Or finished venting her spleen at them.


  “All I wanted to do was eat my lunch and relax. I didn’t ask for any of this! So you can damn well give me a couple of minutes.” Her tone verged on upset again. Now that Lima—and therefore the rest of them—were convinced she was innocent, he felt badly her life had been upended like this.


  “I know the world is going to shit, okay? I know I can’t do anything about it. You think I like seeing videos of what’s going on around the world? Hearing about people dying all over the place? No! I don’t. Now it’s great you guys have a chance to get the upper hand here, but I think I deserve five fucking minutes to get my head around it!”


  Uh oh. She was close to breaking down.


  He immediately backed up and readjusted his approach. “I’m sorry,” he said as Chief shot him a reproachful glare from across the table. “You’re right. I’m sorry. You didn’t ask for this.”


  “Damn right I didn’t!” Now she was crying again and when Chief quietly got up to walk around the counter for more paper towels for her, he realized Donna didn’t even realize she was crying.


  “I know people pick on me for not wanting to know what’s going on, but you know what? Is knowing what’s going on going to fix things? No. Not for me, it’s not. Do you think I like living with the knowledge that maybe we’re all going to die because of some fucktard in North Korea who had delusions of grandeur and decided he wanted to play God? Fuck, no! Do you know how fucking long it’s been since I’ve had a boyfriend? My parents—I love them, but they’re a joke. They’re completely irresponsible. It’s been me and Lisa and Ginny, and they’re like family to me. They’re smart, and we’re doing okay. Do you think I like the idea that maybe even though we’ve worked hard, worked our asses off, and maybe phhtp tomorrow it’s all gone just because someone sneezed on me and gave me this zombie flu crap? No!”


  She’d screamed the last word as tears rolled down her cheeks. He realized she wasn’t wearing makeup, and despite the red eyes and puffy nose, she was still pretty.


  He also knew she probably hadn’t realized she’d stuck that little tidbit about a lack of a boyfriend into her rant.


  Hmm.


  Chief silently handed Donna the whole roll of paper towels before she retook her seat, this time firing a deadly glare in Uni’s direction that could only be interpreted in one way—Fix. This. Now. Asshole.


  “I’m sorry, Donna,” Uni softly said, refusing to look in the direction of his partner.


  From the feel of the hot holes being burned into his shoulder blades by Victor’s gaze, he didn’t need to look to see the man’s irritated expression.


  Donna ripped off a sheet from the roll and blew her nose. “Didn’t you say your guy hacked into the church’s computer system?”


  “Yeah,” Lima said, also angrily glaring across the table at Uni. “The guy who helped us find you.”


  “And you said that the preacher’s wife, she left with money, right?”


  He let Lima do the talking, since Lima seemed to not be pissing her off more or getting her upset. “Transferred money out of an account that was in her name, yes.”


  “How much?”


  “Over twenty million dollars.”


  “US account?”


  “Yeah.”


  She looked at Lima like he was an idiot but Uni didn’t understand why. “The cops couldn’t track it?”


  “Whoever’s helping her—we assume that’s who did it for her—is skilled at moving money overseas. Probably into a MacCoin account. Those things can be a bitch to figure out and untangle. And we think Silo might not have said anything to the cops about the money because it’s never been talked about in the media.”


  “Did they move it all out of the original account at once, or several transfers?”


  “All at once. Why? Why is that important?”


  She blew her nose again. “Then the Federal Reserve’s NSA classified branch will have a record of where it went. Any one-time transfers outside of the US of over ten million dollars, any of the countries that are part of the EU, or signees of the UN’s 2109 Finance Security Reform treaty, they have to database it in secret and hold onto that data for five years in case any of the signor countries need to subpoena it for international criminal investigations. The personal info might be hard to get hold of, but the exact amount itself, if you have it, will be easy to find, if you’ve got NSA access. That was the condition the safe-harbor countries agreed upon to get their safe harbor statuses restored from when it was taken away over a hundred years ago. They wanted the fees to help their ailing economies. Switzerland, the Caymans, all of them.”


  Uni blinked, checking to make sure his mouth wasn’t gaping. He looked at Lima. “What?”


  “Uh, I don’t know.” He turned back to Donna. “What?”


  Now she looked disgusted. “Come on, your super-secret computer guy doesn’t know that? It’s part of the treaty. The data itself is all classified info, supposedly to ‘protect our privacy.’” She used air quotes. “The IRS can’t even get into that info, which made them scream bloody murder I guess when the treaty was signed. And the original proposed amount was one million dollars, which made big business interests scream bloody murder, so it was raised to ten million. The thought being that anything over that amount, if it wasn’t legal, they’d likely be concealing it by other means anyway.”


  She ripped off another piece of paper towel to blow her nose.


  Lima looked gut-punched. “How many people know about that?”


  “In banking? Everyone. Well, maybe not regular counter tellers. It was included as info in the training they put me through when I got promoted to a head teller position. I’m on track for a promotion to a desk job as an account rep in less than six months. I mean, anyone who knows about the treaty and international laws would know about it, too, of course. If someone asks us about their privacy regarding money transfers out of the country, we have to mention IRS rules to them, and that as well, if the transaction dollar amount is high enough. I’ve personally never had to—”


  Lima bolted from his chair. “I have to call Bubba.” He ran from the dining room.


  She stared after him. “That was rude.” She looked at Uni. “You mean you guys didn’t try tracing the money that way?”


  “I’ve never even heard of that before,” Chief said. “And I was involved in some high-level narcotic ring investigations.”


  “It doesn’t apply to domestic transfers. That’s all governed by the IRS.”


  Uni realized that Donna might not be street-smart, but unless Bubba had already played that thread out, she might have just schooled them.


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  When Lima returned a few minutes later, Donna thought he looked like someone had punched him in the stomach.


  “Bubba said he’d completely missed that. He hadn’t bumped up against that recently and had forgotten all about it. He’s working on a contact now to look into it for him.”


  “Not bad for someone who doesn’t have a complex password, huh?” Donna knew it wasn’t polite to be snarky, and she didn’t care.


  She was the one whose life had been upended by these guys, no matter how nice of eye candy they were. Yes, realistically, she would absolutely take the monetary payout and run, so to speak. If nothing else, maybe it would help keep her and Lisa and Ginny alive if they had to flee Atlanta.


  No way in hell she’d leave the other two women behind. But with that cash cushion, if things got really bad, they could buy a used RV and go hide out in the mountains or something until everyone else died off.


  It wasn’t much of a plan, she knew, but at least it was something.


  Lima slid back into his chair. “Yes, we missed something. Our job is to be given intel and follow it out. We’re not always at the front line of collecting data. We’re assigned a mission and we go from there. It’s not my job to know about a lot of stuff.”


  She glared at Uni and Victor. “Hope your friend is better at finding this guy you’re looking for than he’s been so far. He misses something obvious like that, and he puts you onto me? He’s batting zero.”


  Again, rude, but her day had been shot to hell—her whole week. She’d been forcibly evicted from her bubble of denial, dammit.


  Someone would pay for that.


  These guys were as good a target as any.


  Omega chuckled as he slowly shook his head at the men. “You boys are in for a week of hell, I can see it already. Do you want backup, or can you handle getting her to her apartment and back alone?”


  “We’ve got it,” Victor said, looking less than pleased, his handsome, rugged face wearing a dark expression.


  “Why do you look so miserable?” she shot at him. “This is your job, isn’t it?”


  Now that she was no longer in fear of her life or of bodily harm, she’d get the meanness out of her system.


  They were forcing her to lie.


  To her friends.


  “Look, we’re not assholes, okay?” he shot back. “Cut us some slack.”


  “Cut you some—are you serious?” She stood, planting her hands on the table as she leaned in and yelled at him. “You scare the everloving crap out of me, mess up my fucking life, tell me my life might be in danger now if these psychos come after me the way you did, and you have your nose out of joint? Unbefuckinglievable!”


  Chief, her lips pressed together in a tight line, let out a barely stifled snort.


  “Is this funny to you?” she screamed at the other woman.


  Chief held her hands up. “Hey, I’m Switzerland,” she said. “A couple of these yahoos scared the crap out of me busting into my station with a hand grenade when this guy here”—she hooked a thumb at Omega—“and Echo and I were already playing on the same team.”


  Donna swallowed, feeling slightly ill. “Hand grenade?” she weakly asked.


  “That was Annie and you know it,” Lima lightly said. “She got sent in as a diversion. We weren’t really going to blow up the station. We were just trying to rescue Omega and Echo. Cell phones systems were down, and the military had scrambled radio communications in the area ahead of them blowing up Barstow. How were we supposed to know Chief had already talked to General Arliss by then?”


  The sick feeling returned. Donna sank into her chair. “The military blew up Barstow? I thought that was an accident? You did that?” They’d left that out of their earlier telling of events.


  “No, no no no!” they all said, Omega taking over. “We didn’t have anything to do with it. We were lucky not to get caught up in it.”


  Chief’s gaze dropped to the table. When she spoke, she sounded sad. “I was on the phone with my ex’s girlfriend when they…when it happened. She was scared and called me.”


  When Chief looked up and met Donna’s gaze, Donna spotted the grief there. “The guy was a slimeball, and he cheated on me, but she was pregnant. I’d called and begged them not to go to Barstow. We didn’t know what was happening, only that it likely wasn’t anything good.” She looked down at her hands where she was picking at her cuticles. “I begged them, and he blew me off. He and others were trying to get a city bus running to leave. Families with them. He worked for the garage. And he blew me off and told me to have a good life.”


  “I…I’m sorry,” Donna said.


  Chief didn’t look up. She shrugged. “She said when I talked to her that Dave was sick. Probably caught Kite in the evacuation. So they were both likely dead anyway. It’s just…”


  When she finally looked up and met Donna’s gaze again, there were tears in her eyes. “Silo is the main reason Kite blew up in LA so big and so fast. Him and his damn ‘research facility.’ The ‘Preachsearch Project,’ as we found out it was called. Yes, Kite was spreading some because of incoming refugees, but they put test rounds of the drug out there, spiked with the virus, and the riots and stuff helped conceal that fact for a while. It was a smaller test run before their big grand finale. New York, too. It was all in the notes the guys recovered from the lab before they blew it. So even though it was the military who pulled the trigger, I blame Silo for Barstow. And there’s a line ahead of me for castrating the guy, but I plan to be standing in it anyway when the time comes in case someone leaves enough for me to stomp on.” A tear rolled down the obviously tough woman’s cheek.


  Donna handed Chief the roll of paper towels.


  


  * * * *


  


  Donna took her wallet, keys, and phone with her and quietly rode in the backseat while Victor drove and Uni rode shotgun. Before leaving the safe house, which turned out was near Peachtree City, she’d shown them on a tablet map where her apartment was.


  If they hurried, they could beat the rush-hour traffic and get her in and out. Then she’d call Ginny and Lisa later and tell them…something.


  Donna still worked on her story. She knew she’d have to know it by heart before she talked to them or she’d trip herself up. Lying was not a skill she excelled at. She believed in telling the truth, unless doing so would hurt someone’s feelings. Then it was better to keep her mouth shut.


  Lying wasn’t a practiced or natural thing to her. It was another reason she got along so well with Lisa and Ginny. They trusted her and she trusted them.


  “So how long have you guys been…partners?” She’d caught that part during the overview of the events.


  Apparently, some of the guys in the unit were partners with each other. Which, she had to imagine, probably made it difficult on them when in tough situations, knowing the guy you loved might die.


  “Four years now,” Uni said.


  “Longer than that,” Victor corrected. “Been almost five.”


  “Oh, true.”


  Cute. They even sounded like a married couple. “Can I ask you guys for a favor?”


  Uni glanced back at her but without making eye contact. After Omega had taken Chief and led her to one of the bedrooms to comfort her, she’d struck up a tenuous truce with the other three men.


  They were trying to do good. Trying to fix this mess.


  The least she could do was to not be a bitch to them. Especially these two. Hell, if they were gay, she doubly didn’t have to worry about anything with them.


  “I can’t promise you anything until I hear it,” Uni said.


  “If…if things get bad in Atlanta. My roommates. Can you please help us get out of the area?”


  “I thought you said your uncle had a cabin?”


  “He does. My mom already told me I can’t bring anyone with me. Not enough room, according to her. I won’t leave them behind. Neither one of them have any family. It’s just the three of us, as far as I’m concerned, because I won’t leave them.”


  “Wow. That’s pretty cold of your family to say that.”


  “No shit. My family doesn’t exactly have a great track record for stellar responsible decision-making skills.”


  He turned a little farther in his seat, this time to meet her gaze. “You really care about your friends, don’t you?”


  “I love them. They’re like sisters to me. I’m sorry if I appear to be stupid when it comes to this kind of stuff, but lying to them isn’t easy for me. At all. It doesn’t feel right. Because I normally don’t do it, and they know I don’t like to lie.”


  “You can’t tell them about what we’re doing.”


  “Duh. Keeping a secret and telling a lie are two different things.” She took a deep breath. “Sorry,” she said. “I’m on edge. I don’t mean to be a bitch. See? This is why I prefer burying my nose in a book, or watching happy news over current events.”


  He finally gave her a smile. “Guess we didn’t make this easy on you. Sorry again about the mix up.” His smile faded. “But seriously, it is better we were the ones who found you first and not someone else. Whoever planted that e-mail was looking for the person who piggybacked through your computer. Had they found you first…”


  She hoped he didn’t finish because those thoughts left her feeling ill. “Yeah. I get it.” She swallowed back the bile wanting to rise in her throat. “Thank you for going easy on me and trying to be nice. I promise, I’ll do what I can to help you.”


  “All we need is for you to sit in the coffee shop with your computer.”


  “But if you want help going through the banking records and stuff, or their bookkeeping, I can do that. That’s sort of my area of expertise. I do want to help, if I can. I’m great at spotting patterns. I’ve got an application in with the auditing department at the bank, but they have very little turnover there. It pays more, though, and I tested well when the bank first hired me. I’m on the waiting list if they ever have an opening.”


  “That wasn’t our deal,” Victor said. “We don’t expect you to do that.”


  “I know. But…I want to.” She looked through the window at the Atlanta suburbs passing by outside. “This is all I have. My job, my friends, my apartment. It’s not much, but I’ve worked hard for it. We all have. If I can help preserve it and play a little role in helping…I’m okay with that.”


  The men exchanged a glance. “We’ll try to help you get out of Atlanta, if it comes to that,” Victor said. “We’ll be establishing a safe house nearby. Another one. Larger, so the scientists can work out of there, too. If shit gets bad we’ll do our best to get to you guys and get you out in enough time to get you moved to safety. Try,” he emphasized. “But we can’t promise more than that.”


  “That’s all I ask,” she said. “Lisa said they haven’t heard anything through the city, and neither has Ginny. She’s a claims processor at a health insurance company.”


  The men exchanged another glance, this one decidedly more grim. “They might not,” Uni said. “There are top-level orders keeping the lid clamped tight on domestic reports of Kite infections.”


  That chilled her to the core. “What?”


  “There’s no reports that we know of in Atlanta, now, either,” Victor added. “But it doesn’t mean your friends will have a first-alert kind of warning about it.”


  That disturbed her. “Oh.”


  Uni turned around again, his dark blue gaze intense on hers. “If nothing else, I promise we will contact you and alert you if we can’t come get you. That much I can promise. That we’ll get hold of you to warn you so you have enough time to get out.”


  “Thank you.” She weakly nodded before staring out the window again.


  Great, but then where would we go and how would we get there?


  Chapter Twenty


  


  Donna was relieved to see her friends weren’t home when the three of them arrived. Fortunately, their neighbors were at work, too, so no one to explain the two strange men to. Their apartment was on the second floor, one apartment down from the end stairwell.


  With the front door closed and locked behind them, she noticed Victor and Uni immediately swept through the small apartment.


  “What are you looking for?” she asked, with more than a hint of annoyance. Especially when they opened the door to Ginny and Lisa’s room.


  “Anything,” they said together, exchanging a glance before closing the door again.


  “Can’t be too careful,” Victor said.


  “You two sound like a bad spy movie.” She headed into her bedroom. “What does one pack for running away and lying to your friends to bait some kind of computer hacker?”


  “You’re not running away,” Uni said. “You’re helping.”


  “Sure, if that’s what you want to call it.” She knelt and fished her suitcase from under her bed, plopping it onto the covers. Used to growing up in very cramped spaces, when they’d first moved into the apartment, all her clothes had fit into the suitcase with lots of room to spare. That had been one good thing about going to college, she’d already mastered the art of living in a small space and making do with the bare minimum. Having half of a room to herself then had felt like owning a mansion.


  Now she had a whole room, and a closet and dresser full of clothes. Mostly work clothes…


  Which, she guessed if she was supposed to be working, was what she should take with her.


  She had spotted a pool and a hot tub out the back windows at that house.


  Wouldn’t hurt to take her swimsuit. It was old, but it still fit her. Their apartment complex had drained their pool and hot tub once the word of Kite got around last year and public gatherings were…frowned upon.


  Personally, she thought the apartment complex just wanted to save some money every month. She hadn’t used her swimsuit since then. Before, the three of them would sometimes go down to the hot tub on Saturday nights and chill out, talk with anyone who might be there. Never picked up any guys, but it’d been a free Saturday evening diversion.


  She packed a couple of days’ worth of work clothes, and some casual clothes.


  Just in case.


  Won’t be at the coffee shop all the time.


  And she grabbed her phone to check the weather. On the heels of their current cool snap was supposed to be a wicked cold front. Maybe even a dusting of snow. Taking that into account, she grabbed some warm clothes, too, and shoes, as well as a coat.


  She packed a couple of other things she’d need for a few days away, like chargers and stuff. Not that she normally went anywhere. It wasn’t in her budget. Not really. Sure, she could waste her money on going somewhere, and it wouldn’t be there when she’d need it when she was older.


  If she got older.


  If any of them got older.


  That’s a depressing thought.


  She grabbed her shower bag and shoved that into the suitcase, too. And her bathrobe. Shoes.


  Still some room.


  Scooter. She picked up the little stuffed dog that she’d had since she was a kid and put him into the suitcase. If she didn’t take Scooter with her, it would look weird. She slept with him every night. Her boon companion. He’d been the one item she’d never been forced to give up or share by her parents while growing up because there wasn’t enough room in the cramped house. Throughout the years, Scooter was her reminder why she wanted her own space and needed to work so hard.


  So she could choose what to keep and what to give up, and not have it forcibly taken from her.


  She grabbed a few other things and tossed them in, filling up the rest of the space in the suitcase. Zipping it closed, she sat it on its end on the floor and rolled it out into the living room. The men stood there, one looking out the window in the living room, the other the window in the small kitchen.


  “Anything interesting?” she asked.


  “No,” they said together without looking away from the windows.


  “Great,” she muttered as she rolled the suitcase over to the front door. “Stereo.” She turned. “Why do I have to stay with you guys? Can’t you just meet me at the coffee shop every day?”


  Wait, what am I saying?


  That made the men look away from the windows and turn toward her. “We have to protect you.”


  “I’d be safe here, wouldn’t I? You didn’t know who I was until you tracked my computer.” A sick feeling filled her. “Ginny and Lisa will be safe, right?”


  Victor raised his hands. “No, we didn’t know who you were, and yes, your friends will be safe, but we need to plan and can’t do that around your friends. If someone sees you at the coffee shop and follows you home, that would be very bad. The less your friends know about all of this, the safer they’ll be. Ignorance is bliss, right?”


  “Yeah. That’s the truth.” She understood the need for secrecy even as much as she wished she was still blissfully ignorant.


  


  * * * *


  


  Uni felt badly for Donna and completely understood her concern.


  The same kind of concern he’d mulled over their first night at the safe house as he floated in the pool.


  How do you protect your loved ones and do your job when your job is so dangerous that it’s off the books?


  Literally.


  “We should probably get moving,” she said without taking any steps toward the door. “I don’t want to be here when they get home. I don’t want to have to lie more than I already will to them.”


  “I’m sorry we’ve put you in this position,” Uni said. “We do our best not to pull civvies into things.”


  “I know.” She offered a smile, but it looked sad and he hated that he was an intrinsic part of the reason she looked like that. “I get it. I’m starting to adjust a little. I think. Like I said, sorry I was a bitch earlier.”


  “No, we get it,” Victor said. “We understand. No apologies needed.”


  If nothing else, at least that tension had eased somewhat.


  Back in the SUV, they headed away from the apartment complex.


  “That’s not the right way, is it?” she asked from the backseat.


  “We need to be careful,” Uni said. “Nobody followed us there, but we have to make absolutely sure no one follows us from here to the safe house.”


  “But you said my friends are safe, right?”


  “It’s just a precaution,” Victor assured her. “We always do this. Procedures.”


  “Oh. Okay.”


  She stared out the windows for most of the ride, not speaking.


  She was pretty. The more time Uni spent around her, the more attracted he was to her.


  You’re going to get your heart broken—or worse, break hers—if you think like that.


  This was a short-term assignment. Yes, he’d do his damnedest to stick to their promise to her to help them get out, or at least give them warning. But a few days, a week, at the most, and then they were on the move again.


  It wouldn’t be fair to her to emotionally suck her in just for them to have to cut her loose.


  He damn sure wouldn’t like it.


  A one-night stand where everyone was on board and okay with that arrangement was fine. That was different.


  Donna didn’t strike him as a devil-may-care, hell, let’s fuck, kind of woman. She was cautious, methodical, which was great. Hell, she’d already helped them with the tip about the money.


  Fucking and leaving her left a bad taste in his mouth. Maybe they could quickly get this damn apocalypse solved and then come back to Atlanta to visit her. Spend time getting to know her.


  Take her out for dinner and show her a nice time and let her get to know them and not just…kidnapping her.


  Wow, we have a habit of that with our women.


  Okay, to be fair, only Pandora had technically been kidnapped. Annie had nearly kidnapped their guys in that LA parking lot when the mob was approaching. Panda had been cut orders to join their unit, but she’d willingly fallen in with Foxtrot and Kilo. The rest were volunteers, by fate or by choice, all of them bringing valuable skills to the team. Clara the nurse, Ak and Annie both mechanics, Annie also a kick-ass sniper. Pandora’s research skills. Chief the cop and former MP. And Panda the pilot.


  All strong, able women in their own ways.


  Donna was a bank teller. If she’d ever even touched a gun, much less shot one, he’d eat his damn gun, grip first. She couldn’t fight. She wasn’t a mechanic. She had no medical or scientific skills, as far as he knew.


  Bubba had, in between following up his new lead, run a quick background check on her and sent it to their tablets. Same address for six years following college, living with her two friends, the same job for that same time.


  And…that was it.


  Donna didn’t deserve to have her life upended like this. She was the kind of everyman they were trying to save from a death by Kite. Hers was the kind of lower middle-class lifestyle they were trying to preserve, or at least give people a chance to aspire to. No, few people would ever be wealthy anymore. But more people should have the chance, at least, to climb a couple of rungs to be comfortable, not having to sweat blood while eking out every cent that they earned and squeezing it till it screamed to make it last.


  In fact, she reminded him a little of what Panda had told them about her brother, who’d been killed by Kite the drug after going to one of Silo’s medical clinics in the New York area. He’d been of that rare breed, too. Working hard and trying to make a decent life for himself. He’d gone to Silo’s church clinic in an attempt to get some needed health care, and ended up a guinea pig without his consent, dead from Kite the drug, an overdose.


  Uni vowed to try to make Donna’s temporary time with them as pleasant as he could. To make every effort to be nice to her. To protect her at all costs.


  And if he ever had a second chance with her…well, then he and Victor could discuss it.


  


  * * * *


  


  Victor actually welcomed the silence inside the SUV as he negotiated Atlanta’s roads and highways on their circuitous route back to the safe house. No, no one on their tail. No sign of anyone watching their departure at the apartment complex.


  No one knew who Donna was, yet, except them and Bubba.


  He also knew that she had a limited shelf-life with them. She wasn’t like any of the other women who’d joined their unit by choice or necessity.


  She neither asked to be there, nor belonged there.


  Their job was to protect her and then return her safely to her life and hope that they could keep her living by defeating Kite.


  He sensed Uni liked her, too. He’d been partners with the man for over four years and could read him like a book.


  He also suspected Uni’s thoughts were riding the same rails as his train of thought—Donna was temporary.


  Just their dumb luck, to meet someone and realistically not be able to strike up a relationship with her.


  When they reached the safe house they drove into the garage and waited for the door to go down before letting her out. Better safe than sorry.


  The fewer people who saw Donna there, even though the neighbors didn’t appear nosy, the better.


  Facial recognition software was easy to get hold of, as were security cameras. No need adding Donna’s face to some unknown network of hackable video feeds for someone to stumble across.


  No way to use her to hurt them.


  They’d keep her safe, try to make her comfortable, and then hopefully quickly deposit her back into her life none the worse for wear for her quirky little side trip into an apocalyptic showdown.


  If luck smiled on them, maybe they could one day take her out for a picnic, go hiking, enjoy some time together, the three of them, without worrying if or who was watching.


  Call him a romantic, but Victor did want to settle down eventually, once they got through this mess.


  If they got through it.


  Chapter Twenty-One


  


  For now, Victor and Uni stowed Donna’s things in the bedroom they’d been occupying and said she could sleep there and that they’d sleep in the living room. She didn’t feel right evicting the couple, but they insisted and instead focused on looking over the records Lima had pulled for Donna’s inspection.


  It also vaguely disappointed her to know the men were sharing a bed. Yes, two guys at once was a naughty fantasy of the kind reserved only for the dirtiest romance novels on her Kindle. But the thought of two guys together, who might want to include her in the middle…


  She wouldn’t deny it had a certain kind of escapist appeal. Especially since it’d been so long since she’d been with anyone.


  Doubly especially considering all the stuff she’d just learned about the state of the world. Stuff that even she couldn’t ignore.


  It’d been dropped into her lap. Wasn’t like she could stick her fingers in her ears and scream lalalalala at the top of her lungs.


  Well, she could, but she’d look like a total idiot if she did.


  Time could be shorter than she ever imagined, and she’d regret dying and not taking a few fun risks here and there if the opportunity presented itself.


  Apparently one of their unit, Pandora, was a reporter working with their military intelligence guy, Bubba, to go through the data he’d hacked from the church’s computer network. While Chief and Omega cooked dinner, Lima got Donna set up with a laptop and a tablet, the tablet set to a secure video Skype session with Pandora at their main safe house.


  Pandora walked Donna through what they knew about the church’s computer systems so far. “It’s a total maze of information,” Pandora said. “They’ve used the IRS non-profit church and charity laws to their advantage, shuffling stuff around in a complex web, so it’s hard to follow the trails. It doesn’t help that they’ve got money coming in over the Internet from all over the world, some of it dumping into US bank accounts and some of it dumping into offshore accounts.”


  Donna started perusing the files. “Did your guy find the transfer info yet on that transaction from the wife?”


  “Not yet. He’s working with a contact he’s got in the NSA to get it.”


  “I know court orders can be tricky to obtain.”


  Lima snorted. “Yeah, no. That’s not the problem.”


  “Then how’s he—oh. Never mind. I don’t need to know.” She studied the files. Even with her business degree and special ability to spot patterns, it was a tangled mess to decipher. She sat there for over an hour, even eating dinner while she talked with Pandora and went through data, until she stumbled over something.


  “Isn’t it kind of odd how the church’s network is making massive miscellaneous payments to a single church-owned vendor every month?”


  “What?” Pandora and Lima both asked. Lima leaned in so he could see the screen better.


  “Here,” she said, pointing to the entry. “It’s a pattern. Every month. To another church-owned non-profit. Not to an outside entity.” She pulled up the file. “Here, see? And that money just goes overseas to an account. Always less than the treaty’s trigger amount. The IRS can’t touch it because it’s a church.”


  “Son of a bitch,” Lima said. He had a second laptop in front of him and his fingers raced across the keyboard. After a few minutes, he had an answer. “Saudi-fucking-Arabia, just like the shell company that owned the LA Preachsearch lab, and those other shell companies Bubba found.” He turned his laptop so she could see the screen. “Five different accounts it’s being split into.”


  Donna nodded. “I’d say that’s a shelter, right there. They’re probably dumping the money into it and then either moving it or bringing it back in some other way. If it’s disguised as an expense paid out, they can deduct it against their tax returns. But since it’s being paid into another non-profit, it doesn’t get taxed.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Uni and Victor sat on the other side of the table, watching and keeping their mouths shut.


  For his part, Uni had completely revised his first impression of Donna. Pandora might be great at tenaciously sifting through data, but she didn’t have a business degree or banking legal knowledge.


  Or, apparently, the skill at spotting patterns.


  Donna had done more for them sifting through Silo’s shady business dealings in just under a couple of hours than Bubba and Pandora had managed in weeks since hacking into the church’s servers.


  Yeah, she was valuable.


  That gave him hope. Maybe they could talk her into coming with them. He had a great argument for Papa, that they needed a data cruncher of her obvious skills.


  If she was even interested in that. Which…based on what he knew of her so far, she probably wouldn’t be. She was fiercely loyal to her friends, and dragging along two other civvies wouldn’t be possible.


  When Lima’s sat-phone rang, Uni flinched. It was likely Papa, based on the timing.


  Lima answered and listened for a moment. “Sure. She’s right here.” He handed the phone to Donna, who didn’t take it at first.


  “Who is it?” she asked.


  “Bubba.”


  Okay, that was a switch.


  She finally took the phone from him. “Hello?” She listened for a moment, slowly nodding. “You’re welcome.” She glanced across the table at him and Victor before her gaze returned to the laptop in front of her. “I just…saw it. I don’t know how I did it… Okay. Nice talking to you, too.” She handed the phone back to Lima. “He wants to talk to you.” Then she seemed to realize what time it was. “Crap. I need to call Lisa and Ginny. Probably Lisa. She’ll be home by now.”


  When her gaze met his, Uni realized how utterly heartbroken she looked. “I can’t believe I’m going to lie to them.”


  If she started crying right then, he might cry, too.


  Yes, he was a battle-hardened soldier, used to difficult situations.


  He did not, however, like being the reason a woman cried.


  


  * * * *


  


  Donna rose from the table and headed to the living room to sit for a moment. Victor and Uni followed her, Uni reaching out to her.


  In his hand, her cell phone.


  No missed calls.


  She took it from him and stared at it. “I still don’t know exactly what to say to them,” she admitted. “As soon as they start asking me questions, I’ll freeze up.”


  Other than the kidnapping, and the initial fear over losing her job…to be honest, this had been the most fun she’d had in a while.


  Except for having to lie to her friends.


  The men sat in two of the easy chairs and seemed to be studying her.


  “I guess you think I’m pretty silly, huh?” she asked.


  “No,” Victor said. “I think you’re very loyal. That’s a rare thing to see sometimes. I admire you for it.”


  “And you’re pretty damned smart,” Uni said. “You earned my respect in there. Because of you, you’ve probably helped more than you’ll ever know.”


  “I appreciate you trying to make me feel better, but it’s okay. I just need to…deal with this, I guess.” She took a deep breath but made no move to make the call.


  An idea hit her, but it would be embarrassing as hell. “I guess you two need to sit here while I call, huh?”


  “Yeah,” they said. “Sorry,” Uni added. “Procedures.”


  “Sure.” She finally pulled up Lisa’s number and hit send.


  Donna was almost hoping the call would go to voice mail, but her friend picked up on the first ring. “Hey, you. What’s up?”


  Go for broke. “I…Something’s come up. I’m not going to be home for a couple of days.”


  “What? Why?”


  She met Uni’s blue gaze, dark blue eyes, darker than Ginny’s. “This is going to sound really weird.” She watched the men tense but hoped they trusted her and didn’t try to take the phone from her. “I met a guy at the coffee shop and we’ve been talking.”


  “What? When?”


  “It’s…” She seized on a portion of the truth. “Weeks. Didn’t even realize I was getting to know him at first. Out of the blue today at lunch, he asked me to spend a couple of days with him.”


  “So you’re going to just go spend a couple of days with this guy? What about work?” She heard the doubt creeping into her friend’s voice and was glad she wasn’t trying to tell this lie in person.


  Her face felt lava-hot, boiling. “I kind of lied to work.”


  “What?”


  “Yeah. I told them my mom was in the hospital.”


  “What is up with you?”


  She glanced over at Uni and Victor before her gaze dropped again. “He had a chance to house-sit for friends and they told him it’s okay if he has a…guest.”


  “Why didn’t you mention this guy before now? I’m getting a seriously weird vibe here.”


  Donna closed her eyes and fought the urge to cry. “I’m tired of being scared of everything,” she said. “This might not be anything, but I have a chance to spend a couple of days with this guy without it costing me anything.”


  “But work.”


  “I took some leave I have built up.” Okay, another lie. “I know this sounds crazy—”


  “Uh, yeah, just a little.”


  “He seems very nice. He’s been afraid to approach me before now.”


  “So what’s his name, and when do we get to meet him?”


  “Victor,” she said. “Victor Uni.” Both men’s eyebrows lifted at that. “And maybe tomorrow night. He’s got a car.”


  “So what’s this ‘Victor Uni’ do, hmm?” She could see Lisa’s air quotes.


  “He’s a security consultant.”


  “What’s that mean?”


  “There’s a lot of stuff he can’t tell me about his job because of the security involved.”


  “Oh, that’s convenient.”


  “He does what his company tells him to do. Lisa, please, I really like him.”


  She let out an exasperated sigh. “Well, you are an adult. But this is really weird.” Her voice dropped. “Are you in trouble?” she whispered, almost making Donna laugh.


  “No, I’m not in trouble.”


  “You’d better bring him by tomorrow night, then. You don’t, I’m gonna call the cops.”


  “I swear, it’s fine.” She closed her eyes again. “I’m safe, and I’ve met several of his friends already. Today. They’re nice, too.”


  Another sigh. “Okay, fine. But I’m gonna keep texting you. If you don’t reply to my texts, I’m going to call the cops.”


  Relief. Lisa had bought it.


  That ripped at Donna even more, that she’d been able to lie to her friend.


  “It’s really fine,” Donna assured her, then an evil thought hit. “Here, I’ll let you talk to him yourself.”


  Before either of the men could refuse, she was up off the couch and had shoved the phone into Uni’s hand.


  It was very satisfying to see his eyes widen in shock before he realized he still had the phone in his hand and someone waiting on the other end. “Um, hello?”


  Donna crossed her arms over her chest, grinning at the smirk Victor gave her.


  Hell, she shouldn’t be the only one forced to lie.


  “Yeah, I work in that building and go to the coffee shop a lot,” Uni said, now glaring up at her. “I’ve been talking with Donna. She’s told me a lot about you two…”


  Donna would be impressed if he didn’t fumble under Lisa’s interrogation.


  “Well,” Uni said, his gaze narrowing as he straightened in his chair, never pulling his focus from Donna. “She told me about how you work for the city, and Ginny works for an insurance company. And she loves you guys like sisters because she’s known you since college. We were talking today and she mentioned how aggravated she was at her mom over that nonsense about her uncle’s cabin.”


  Donna’s eyes widened as he stood and drew closer. “Yeah,” he said. “She sounds like a piece of work. I mean, seriously? You guys are like family, and they’ve uninvited you two from going to the cabin? What the hell’s up with that?”


  He stepped over to her, forcing her to look up into his blue eyes as he stared down at her. “I know, right? But what else can you expect from people who couldn’t even get their act together to get their own place and made their daughter grow up all crowded together like that? I mean, really. The three of you, from what she’s told me, it sounds like you three have your acts together.”


  Her breath came in gasps now as she watched him, terrified and turned on at the same time at how he was deftly handling Lisa.


  Perfectly.


  “I was in the military for a while. Did some special ops stuff before I went into this private gig. I’m not trying to be a jerk, but I have confidentiality contracts I’ve signed, and I could get into real trouble if I—oh, okay. Thanks. I appreciate it.” He listened for a moment and then laughed. “I promise I’ll get her there by tomorrow after you both are home so we can meet… Yes, I’m looking forward to meeting you both, too. I’m sorry this was so sudden, but my friend at work got sent out of town this morning and he owes me a favor. He knows I’ve been in need of some downtime and an escape from my roommate, so he offered to let me stay here this week and bring a friend, if I wanted.”


  Uni reached up with his spare hand and touched his index finger to the tip of Donna’s nose. “I wish I could have you guys over, but he only met Donna, and I don’t feel right having anyone else over without talking to him about it first. Okay, thanks, I appreciate you understanding. I’m looking forward to meeting you both tomorrow evening then. Okay, here she is.”


  He handed the phone back to her.


  And stuck his tongue out at her.


  Victor clapped a hand over his mouth while trying not to laugh loudly enough to be heard over the phone.


  Donna had to swallow back her nerves as she put the phone to her ear. “Hey.”


  Lisa laughed. “Okay, I can be mad at you tomorrow night when you get here. He sounds okay, I guess.”


  “He is.” Uni stared down at her, a triumphant grin on his face.


  “Love you, kiddo. I’ll tell Ginny when she gets home. Let me know what time tomorrow.”


  “I will. We’ll bring dinner. And love you, too.”


  “Hey, deal. Bye. Have fun.”


  “Thanks.”


  Uni held out his hand for the phone when she ended the call.


  “Never try to pull one over on a guy with an eidetic memory,” he said. “Especially one who’s trained to do this kind of shit for a living.”


  “You’re paying for the pizza tomorrow night,” she said. That was a rare treat they allowed themselves.


  “Deal.” He hooked a thumb at Victor. “How do you want to explain him?”


  “What?”


  “Oh, we’re a team, darlin’,” Uni said. “And how’d I get to be Victor?”


  “I told you I suck at lying. You said you had a roommate.”


  “Hmm. True.” He turned to Victor. “Guess what, roomie? We’re having pizza tomorrow night.”


  He smiled. “Cool. Haven’t had that in a while.”


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  


  The others soon joined them in the living room.


  “You have no idea how helpful that was,” Lima said to Donna. “Seriously.”


  Chief held up a hand as she looked from Donna to the men. “Um, oookaaay. What just happened in here?”


  “What?” Donna asked.


  Omega snorted. “That’s a deer in the headlights look if I ever saw one.”


  Victor laughed. “She just got introduced to Uni’s special talent for remembering everything he sees and hears.”


  “Ohh,” Lima and Omega said, laughing.


  “What?” Chief asked. “What are you talking about?”


  “There’s a reason my partner is our logistics specialist,” Victor said, pulling himself to his feet. “He has an eidetic memory.”


  “Oh,” Chief said. Then she lightly backhanded Omega’s shoulder. Quite a feat, since she was a good foot shorter than the guy, at least. “Why didn’t you ever tell me that?”


  “What?”


  “That he could do that?”


  “I wasn’t thinking about that when we were worried about blowing up a highway, dear.”


  Donna felt close to snapping again. “What? You told me you didn’t blow up Barstow!”


  “We didn’t,” they all said.


  Victor picked up the story. “We did blow a couple of Interstate overpasses to close off access to help people escape.”


  Everyone else looked at him.


  “Okay, so maybe that came out wr—”


  Chief held up a hand again. “Stop. You’re making it worse. Let me handle this.”


  Chief turned to Donna. “Santa Clarita, where my station was, sat at the north side of LA County, in a valley that I-5 funneled into. I had them blow the southern overpasses to prevent the town from being overrun from the south and give the people in the town time to get out. We routed people west instead. We were the only law enforcement left in the area, and we told everyone to evacuate.”


  Donna felt herself relax. “Oh. But you didn’t kill people doing it?”


  “No,” they all said. “Just the road,” Chief added.


  Exhaustion hit her. Everything that had happened today, the weird and forcible removal from her usual life—she was wiped out. “I think…I think maybe I need to…I’m done for the day.”


  “We do have a heated pool and a hot tub,” Chief said. “If you want to take advantage of them while you’re here.”


  “I…I don’t know. Probably not tonight.”


  “We’ll grab what we need for tonight out of the bedroom,” Uni said. “So we don’t have to disturb you later.”


  Donna felt badly that she was evicting the men from the bedroom. “It’s okay,” she said. “I don’t mind sleeping on the couch. It’s fine. You guys keep the bedroom. The couch is comfy.”


  Omega held up a hand. “Lima, I know you’re in command of this mission, but I’m pulling rank. Donna, the men are okay giving up their bedroom. Trust me, being under this roof is a huge step up from some of the accommodations that we’ve dealt with over the years. Please take the bedroom and don’t feel guilty about it. We’ve upset your life. The least you can let us all do is feel a little less bad about it by giving you their bed.”


  “But they’re…” She didn’t want to say it and have it come off sounding wrong. She didn’t care what people did in the privacy of their bedrooms as long as everyone was an adult and good with it.


  Omega frowned. “They’re what?”


  “Well…partners. A couple. I don’t want to split them up.”


  Victor and Uni frowned before they both burst out laughing. Which she didn’t understand.


  Victor got it out first around gales of laughter. “No…we’re not…gay…” He took a deep breath, smiling. “We don’t sleep ‘together’ together.” He waggled his eyebrows. “Although I will admit we’ve had a lady between us in bed before.”


  “We’re straight,” Uni added.


  As their meaning sank home, Donna felt her face redden and her stomach drop. The good kind of drop, though. Like the roller coaster she once rode as a kid.


  “Really?” she whispered.


  Chief snorted. “Really.” She hooked a thumb over her shoulder at Omega. “Our third, Echo, is back at our base.” She pointed at Lima, who waved, a smile on his face. “His two are there as well. It’s kind of become an accidental thing in the unit that no one’s complaining about.”


  “You…more than one of you are…what, three of you? Together?”


  “Six sets,” Chief said. “Doc and Tango with Pandora. Me, Omega, and Echo. Lima, Quack, and Ak. Annie, Roscoe, and Niner. Panda, Foxtrot, and Kilo. Clara, Yankee, and Oscar.”


  Donna’s throat felt totally dry. “Is that…normal?”


  “No, but once they went OTG, regulations sort of flew out the window.”


  “OTG?”


  “Off the grid,” they all said. Chief continued. “It means they’re in deep cover. General Arliss hasn’t ordered them to stop yet. Until recently, Arliss wasn’t sure his food chain—command—was free of moles. It was done out of an abundance of caution. We couldn’t let the scientists fall into the wrong hands.”


  Donna was still trying to process the two guys and one girl thing.


  That six sets of them were in the unit.


  Six.


  That it was very common amongst this group. She looked at Lima. “You mean…you…share?”


  He grinned. “Hey, you won’t hear Ak complaining.”


  “You certainly don’t hear me complaining.” Chief grinned.


  Hell, this was like a vacation, in a way. To a fancy spa, of sorts. A free vacation where she didn’t have to pay a cent.


  Why not a really sexy one that she thought only existed in the books she’d read? Wasn’t like she’d probably ever see any of these people again once they caught the guy they were looking for, right?


  And life was short. Damned short.


  Too short to turn her back on what might literally be a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.


  And it would, technically, mean she hadn’t lied to her friends. Not completely.


  She turned to Victor and Uni. “And you guys…don’t have a third?”


  The men smiled. “Nope,” they said. “Not yet,” Uni added.


  She stared at them for a long minute. “Maybe I’d like to take that swim after all,” she said. “With both of you. If you two are…up to it?” She hoped that didn’t come off sounding too corny.


  The men exchanged a glance. “That’s great,” Victor said with a smirk. “But fair warning, we don’t have any trunks. We’d have to skinny dip.”


  Donna met his gaze without flinching, deciding that maybe she wanted to take a few risks in her life after all. “I’m good with that.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Victor fetched them towels while Donna went into the bedroom and changed into her swimsuit. Which, truth be told, she thought might admittedly be stupid on her part, considering she was really hoping to get laid.


  She pulled her bathrobe on against the chill in the air and joined the men on the lanai. Steam drifted up and off the surface of the warm water. Over in the corner, where the hot tub was, even more steam floated off it.


  The men were already waiting for her in the pool. Taking a deep breath, she shrugged off her robe and let it fall onto the concrete deck. Then she jumped into the deep end and bobbed to the surface, pushing her wet hair back off her face.


  The men swam over to join her. She wasn’t sure if she was happy or disappointed that she couldn’t get a good look at their…equipment.


  Two sets of eyes intently focused on her. Victor’s smoky hazel gaze and Uni’s dark blue orbs. In this light a midnight blue, like deep waters.


  “So…” She felt incredibly lame and not at all vampish like some of the heroines in the books she devoured. “Swimming.”


  Both men smiled, identical in their simmering heat and yet completely different at the same time. “Swimming,” Uni said. “Or…floating and talking.”


  “Or not…talking,” Victor added. “Can do lots of things in a pool.”


  She gulped.


  Another brief impasse before she could form words again. “Look, I know you guys aren’t here for long and can’t make me any promises. But I’m clean and have a five-year, if that makes any difference.”


  The men exchanged a guarded, knowing glance before moving in closer. “What do you want to happen?” Uni asked in a low, throaty tone that made her clit tingle.


  “Besides not dying? I’d like to have a little…strings-free fun. It’s been a damned long time—”


  “Since you had a boyfriend,” Uni finished with a sexy little smile. “You said that earlier.”


  “I don’t just randomly sleep around with anyone,” she said. “Don’t get the wrong impression about me. I don’t have much time for relationships anyway with my job schedule. And…now all of this happening. In the world. Time might be…short.”


  Victor eased his way behind her. “Life is short indeed,” he said. “I wish we could make you promises, but the last thing we want to do is hurt you.”


  “We don’t randomly sleep around either,” Uni said. “Haven’t been with someone else in over a year. But we can’t offer you long-term right now.”


  “I know. I get it. I’m a big girl. I’ll settle for a few nights of fun before going back to my life. Just…there is a promise I want you to make me.”


  “What?” Uni asked.


  “Don’t lie to me. I get it if you can’t tell me something, but just say that. That it’s classified or whatever. But don’t lie to me.”


  “That is a promise we can keep,” Victor said. “I swear.”


  “Okay. And maybe keep me in mind…after. I want to believe you guys will fix all this crazy. Come find me after it’s over and let’s see what happens. I mean, we might find we hate each other. Then again, we might…have more than just fun together.”


  “I will promise you that,” Uni said.


  “Me, too,” Victor said. “Absolutely.”


  That eased her heart and mind. She wasn’t being reckless, and from what she’d learned today, she suspected they were men of their word when it came to stuff like this.


  She draped her arms around Uni’s neck and drew him in closer. “Then let’s quit wasting time and have some fun,” she said.


  Behind her, Victor moved in, wrapping his arms around her waist and pressing against her back, pushing her into Uni. Uni reached down and drew her legs around his waist as his lips closed over hers. Between her legs, she felt his stiff and generous cock rubbing against her clit through her bathing suit. Behind her, she felt Victor’s shaft pressed against her lower back and feeling every bit as large as Uni’s.


  Wow. Closing her eyes, she savored his slow, sweet, burning kiss. The tip of his tongue lightly traced the seam of her lips, not rushing, gently teasing. Behind her, Victor started kissing the top of her left shoulder, slowly nibbling his way toward her neck and making her moan.


  “Ever have two cocks before, baby?” Victor whispered in her ear.


  Uni lifted his mouth from hers so she could answer. “No.”


  “Your call,” Victor said. “We’ll do whatever you want to do.”


  She’d read about that permutation in books before. “I’d like to try it but I’ve never done anal before.”


  Uni widely smiled. “Oh, baby. We get to pop your cherry. I promise you, we’ll go slow and you’ll enjoy every second of it.”


  Victor slid the left strap of her bathing suit down her shoulder, kissing his way across her flesh. “Might make you never want just one guy again, though,” he teased.


  “Yeah, well, you’re promising to come back later, so maybe I’m good with not wanting a single guy again.”


  Uni slipped a hand around the back of her neck and kissed her, taking control this time, the simmering heat flashing over to a rolling boil as her lips parted for his. Before she realized it, the men had eased her out of her bathing suit and tossed it out of the pool. This time when she felt Uni’s cock rubbing against her clit it was flesh against flesh. Ditto Victor’s behind her, against her ass.


  She whimpered with need as she dug her heels into Uni’s ass and tried to rub her clit against his cock. It felt sooo damn good having someone—two someones—to get her off and not her own hand and sexy thoughts or scenes from a book.


  “Aw, someone’s horny,” Victor teased. He pulled her hair away from the back of her neck and nibbled, sucking, licking, only adding fuel to the fire.


  Uni lifted his lips from hers and stared down into her eyes. “Rub yourself against me, baby. Work that first one out for us. We want to hear what you sound like when you come for us.”


  His gaze never left hers as she arched her back, flexing her hips, rocking, rubbing, trying to generate enough friction against her throbbing clit to make it over the edge.


  Victor reached around her, even as he kept nibbling on her neck, and cupped his hands over her breasts. He started rolling her nipples between his fingers and that triggered her orgasm.


  She was still coming as Uni shifted position, his cock easily sliding home inside her, deliciously stretching her and keeping her release going, surging through her.


  “That’s it,” he said, his lips just over hers. “Such a good girl. Gonna wear you out tonight and make it up to you for the scare we put you through earlier.” Instead of fucking her, he reached between them and found her clit with his fingers and started rubbing it.


  Victor’s hands changed position, one of them gliding around and down her back, between her ass cheeks, gently probing there. She started to tense up except Uni rolled her clit between his fingers just right and sent her into orbit again.


  “Don’t worry,” Victor softly spoke in her ear. “This is just a little warm-up. We’ll be using plenty of lube and going slow for the real thing.” He rubbed the tip of his finger around her rim, teasing but not breaching.


  “I’ve gotta come,” Uni said. “I’m gonna explode if I don’t.” His hands moved to her hips and he started fucking her, thrusting. Her eyes dropped closed as he kissed her again, devouring her soul with the scorching flames now flickering between them. A few strokes and he pressed deep, against her clit, his cock throbbing inside her as he gasped in relief.


  “So fucking good, baby,” he muttered before kissing her again, slowly, sweetly, sated for the moment.


  She couldn’t believe she was doing this. That she was sandwiched in a pool between two guys she barely knew.


  Although having the hottest sex of her life was more than making up for what little reservations remained in her mind.


  Uni’s cock slipped out of her, but then Victor grabbed her hip and with his other hand swiped the head of his cock up and down between her legs, sinking home inside her pussy with a deep grunt.


  “Oh…fuck, baby. Yes. That.” He held on tight and fucked her hard and fast like that while Uni kept kissing her. At that angle, his cock went even deeper than Uni’s had, filling her, making her heart race at the thought of what both their cocks would feel like embedded in her body.


  He didn’t last long, adding his load to her pussy as he held her ass pressed tightly against his body. “Yes,” he said. “So good.” He kissed the back of her shoulder. “Now for the second round we can last longer and do right by you. If I’d tried to fuck that gorgeous ass of yours without having busted a nut first, I wouldn’t have lasted past getting it inside you.”


  Uni lifted his lips from hers. “I’ll be right back.” He untangled himself from her and climbed out of the pool, not even bothering to grab a towel as he raced inside. As he did, she spotted the tribal tattoo on his back, circular, dark, but she couldn’t tell exactly what it was.


  “What’s that tattoo he has?”


  “Monkey. We all have them. Our unit’s mascot. See?”


  Victor pulled his softening cock out of her and turned so she could see his, in approximately the same place Uni had his, between his shoulder blades in the center of his back. Then he turned back to her, wrapping her arms and legs around him so he could finally kiss her properly.


  “Where’d he go?” she managed to ask.


  He grinned. “Supplies. Probably going to get something from Omega and Chief.”


  Sure enough, when Uni returned a moment later, he held a tube of lube and a condom in his hand. “Hot tub,” he said, heading there.


  “We’ll be right there,” Victor said.


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  


  Victor swept Donna into his arms and carried her up the steps and out of the pool, across the deck, easing her into the hot tub’s even warmer water. Before she could below the surface, Uni pushed her back against the edge and buried his face between her legs.


  Victor got behind her. Tipping her head back, he kissed her, reaching around her again and playing with her nipples.


  She shivered a little in the chilly air, but with her legs in the water and the warmth of Victor’s body pressed against her back, she soon fell over the edge again. This time, she cried out, muffled by Victor’s mouth over hers. Even when she thought she couldn’t take any more and tried pushing Uni’s skilled mouth and tongue away from her sensitive clit, he slung her legs over his shoulders and dug his fingers into her thighs, holding on, sucking, licking, and driving her toward the edge again.


  Only after he’d pulled a third one from her like that did he relent. He stood, his cock—very nice, now that she could actually see it—standing out rigid in front of him. He sat on the steps and pulled her to him, straddling him, impaling her on his cock.


  Her ass was out of the water, and Victor grabbed the tube of lube Uni had brought out and started applying it to her virgin rim. Uni sank down into the water enough she was mostly covered, but he’d propped his legs against two of the molded seats in the hot tub, forcing her legs wider apart and keeping her ass out of the water and accessible to Victor.


  “Perfect,” Victor said as he started rubbing a finger against her asshole.


  Uni made her look at him. He wore a teasing, handsome smile. “Get ready for your mind to be blown, baby,” he promised. Inside her, his cock twitched. “Now that we got one out of the way, we can both last longer. We won’t be happy until we fuck at least one more out of you with you coming around both our cocks.”


  He reached between them and found her swollen clit, started playing with it as Victor’s finger gently pressed for entrance.


  “That’s it,” Uni encouraged. “Just look at me and breathe and enjoy it. He’s going to go really slow.”


  “You can take three, you can take me,” Victor teased. “We’re going to be here for a while, and that lucky bastard gets to lie there with his cock buried inside that gorgeous body of yours.”


  “Move your body,” Uni said. “Fuck yourself onto his hand.” With his finger stroking, teasing her clit, she started moving, tentatively at first until she got used to the feel of Victor’s finger inside her ass.


  It surprised her to realize she was soon actively fucking herself back onto his hand, his whole finger buried in her ass at the bottom of every stroke.


  Uni was teasing her, not quite letting her get over. After a few more moments of this he made her hold still while Victor finger-fucked her ass, slowly picking up speed as he added more lube, loosening her up.


  When his finger disappeared, she softly gasped.


  “Don’t worry,” Victor said. “That was just the preliminary stage. This is where it’ll get interesting.” More lube, and now two fingers.


  She froze, whining as she felt her ass stretching to accommodate the wider girth.


  Uni’s fingers on her clit sped up. Now a war was being waged between her body wanting the intrusion in her ass to disappear and wanting more of it inside her while her clit was deliciously distracted.


  “I know,” Victor coaxed. “Just relax and breathe through it.” He stopped after breaching her rim, her body caught in a battle between wanting more and wanting it to stop.


  Uni’s other hand cupped her right breast, his thumb brushing over her nipple. “Such a good girl,” he whispered. “Give it a moment, and then you start moving again when it starts feeling good.”


  Victor wasn’t fucking her with his fingers, but he was wiggling them around a little, slowly twisting his hand back and forth without gaining any depth. She…she wanted more, and yet she wasn’t sure she could take it.


  She rested her forehead against Uni’s as his fingers distracted her, the one on her right breast moving to her left, toying with her nipple, then back again to the right. On her clit, he’d slowed his hand, not enough to get her over but more than enough to keep her interest up as her pussy spasmed around his cock. His cock felt like hot, velvet iron buried inside her.


  Slowly, she started fucking them, Victor pressing against her ass but letting her set the speed. It took a lot longer that time, she wasn’t sure how long, before she felt the rest of his hand flat against her ass.


  “Good girl,” Victor said. Then he pressed his other hand flat in the middle of her back. “Let me do some of the work now.” She whined as he slowly withdrew, then pressed forward again, Uni pulling her really close to the edge of coming again, but still not letting her over.


  “I know,” Victor said. “You’ll be sore in the good ways tomorrow when we’re done with this. But I promise you, you’ll have come harder and more times than you ever have before.”


  Uni pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Once we fuck you like this,” he said, “we’ll get our strength back up and do it one more time, only with me in that gorgeous ass of yours.”


  Her heart fluttered, her body completely lost to pleasure and sensation, and the delicious bite of the nice kind of pain mixing with everything churning inside her. They were in control, men on a mission, and this was a hell of a lot better than in the damn books she’d read.


  “Nice thing about doing this here,” Uni continued. “Makes it easy to clean up. When we get done with this round, we’ll all go back into the pool to rest, and then you’re going to get to suck our cocks and get us hard for one more round. Then when we go to bed, we’re going to curl up together with you snuggled between us.”


  Victor was still slowly stroking his two fingers inside her ass. “I think I want to wake you up in the morning by burying my face in that pussy of yours before we each put a load in it.” His voice sounded hoarse. Several times, she’d felt his cock, hard again, brushing against her body. “While you’re with us, every spare moment we’ve got, trust me, you’re going to be spending it with one or both of our cocks inside you.”


  “Going to spit-roast you at some point,” Uni said. “One cock inside that pretty mouth of yours, and one inside that sweet pussy.”


  She whimpered with pleasure, anticipation, her body hovering as desire built inside her. Between what they were doing and what they were saying, she felt lost in a delicious sexual haze. She also felt sexier than she ever had in her life.


  As Victor’s hand picked up speed, plunging into her ass and the pinching burn turning into sheer pleasure, she tried rocking against them again.


  “Good,” he said, stopping with his fingers deep inside her again. He slowly scissored his fingers back and forth, once again the pinchy burn returning as he stretched her, making her whine.


  “I know, baby. I need to do this to make sure we don’t hurt you. Going to work you up to three fingers here in a minute and this’ll make it easier.” He pulled his fingers almost all the way out and she felt him add more lube before sliding them inside her again, still scissoring, stretching her.


  Uni kissed her, fucking her with his tongue and distracting her more until Victor pulled his fingers all the way out. When they returned, there were more, and this time she froze, moaning, unsure if she could take it or not. He rubbed them against her rim, plenty of lube making things slippery as he started working them inside her.


  “Relax and breathe,” Victor said. “The hard part’s almost over.”


  Uni’s fingers on her clit once again sped up, distracting her even more, pulling her body’s attention in too many directions for her to focus on anything at once. Before long, she realized Victor had indeed managed to work all three fingers inside her and was slowly pressing forward.


  Pulse pounding, she forced herself to relax, to breathe, to start rocking her hips against them, between them, wanting to get to the good part and realizing this was a fantasy come to life.


  Time seemed to slow, stall. She knew they had to have been there at least fifteen minutes with Victor slowly fucking those three fingers into her ass. Only once he could easily fuck her with them, and she was starting to once again eagerly fuck herself against them both, did he finally withdraw them.


  “Hold on, baby.” He rinsed his hand in the water and she looked to see him donning a condom, which he liberally slicked with lube.


  He stepped behind her and pressed the head of his cock against her rim. Uni’s hands dropped to her ass and he spread her cheeks for him.


  “Raise up a little on his cock, baby,” Victor said. “Not all the way off, but most of the way.”


  She did, him following her with his cock, but not breaching her rim.


  When he was satisfied his cockhead was firmly seated against her ass, Victor rested his hands on her shoulders. “Okay, baby. You’re driving now. You want to come, you need to fuck that sweet ass onto my cock.”


  Her lower lip caught under her teeth as she took a deep breath and started flexing her hips. She really wanted Uni’s cock back inside her pussy, and now that she knew she could take him, she wanted Victor up her ass.


  Carefully, she eased herself back, a little at a time, slowly rocking and unable to make herself do it. Finally, she took a deep breath and pressed back, hard, letting out a cry as both cocks pressed inside her, Victor’s pushing through her rim and sending shockwaves through her.


  “That’s it,” Uni said. “A little at a time. Go slow.”


  She had to catch her breath. One of Victor’s hands curled around her and found her clit and started playing with it as Uni reached up and started tweaking her nipples with both hands.


  It felt like forever as she rocked back and forth, making more ground each time, until, finally, she felt Victor’s thighs pressed against her ass. The feel of both their cocks inside her, pressing against nerve endings she didn’t even realize she had, felt amazing and intense.


  “There you go,” Victor said. “Now for us to keep our promise.” His hand sped up and then she tipped. Unable to hold back her cry, she closed her eyes as fiery pleasure surged through her, even more intense than anything yet they’d done to her.


  Victor and Uni took over, fucking her, drawing out the pleasure as their cocks fucked her. What started out as slightly uncomfortable quickly spiraled into more intense pleasure, raw sexual hunger that she hoped she got to feel again after these few days were over. She fucked herself back against them, hard, every slight pinch of them stretching her only spinning the pleasure out harder, faster, deeper.


  Then one last climax swept through her, feeling like it was churning the very depths of her soul as it took over and shrank the world down to these two men and what they were doing to her.


  “That’s it,” Uni said. “Just…like…that.” He thrust up inside her one last time before she felt his cock explode, pumping his juices inside her.


  “My turn,” Victor said, grunting as he grabbed her shoulders and fucked her hard, deep, finally burying his cock inside her ass. She could feel it throbbing, growing soft as he filled the condom.


  She winced as he pulled out. “Sorry,” he said. “Logistics.”


  Uni snickered. “My department.”


  “Wrong logistics.” Victor climbed out of the hot tub, quickly returning after disposing of the condom.


  They eased her into the water, snuggled between them, their arms around her.


  “How was that?” Victor asked.


  She didn’t open her eyes. “Pretty good…for a start.” Yes, she’d be sore in good ways in the morning. “Someone promised to let me suck their cocks and get them hard again for round three.”


  “Oh, baby,” Uni said, kissing her. “You ain’t seen nothing yet.”


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  


  Late Monday night, Liang had long since fallen asleep on the other bed as the two adults sifted through the reports.


  A key difference being that this time they were together.


  And another key difference being that this time they weren’t terrified of the North Korean government finding out what they were doing and retaliating.


  “You realize this is it, right?” Rajesh asked her. “With what they’re showing? The results they’ve posted from the last round of test runs? This is absolutely the right track.”


  “But how can we be sure?” She looked scared.


  He wished he could take the fear away for her.


  “We can’t be sure until they do another round of testing. I think we need to be there for it.”


  “I meant how can we be sure they’re really who they say they are?”


  “I told you, I’ll go first.”


  “And what if they aren’t? If they take you, too?”


  He nodded toward where the boy was asleep in the bed. “Then you grab him and run like hell.”


  “I’m so tired of running.” Tears slipped down her cheeks. “I don’t know how much longer I can run.”


  Rajesh set his laptop aside and pulled her into his arms, holding her. Tense at first, finally her body relaxed against him as she started silently crying, now able to release the terror she’d held inside for over a year.


  Fear that her son would die.


  He gently rocked her, his face pressed into her hair. How he wished the world were different, that they’d met under far more pleasant circumstances.


  Rajesh knew from a reply to a message he had bounced around the world to Bubba that if he could make his way to the southern tip of Florida, he could be in the safe house in under two hours.


  No longer looking over his shoulder.


  That his safety was absolutely ensured.


  Getting to Key West would be relatively easy, just pay a fisherman with the right kind of boat enough cash to take him. It’d been over a hundred years since Cuba and the US had dropped their barriers to each other and people were allowed to freely travel back and forth the way they had been able to travel to Mexico and Canada and other countries.


  He would pay the captain for two trips, and tell them to wait for Julie and Liang. If it was a trap, he’d give her a code to run, and it was just lost money. Lost money would be the least of his worries if he was wrong.


  But he didn’t think he was wrong.


  Bubba had given him even more information, including a personal message from Riley Perkins, a quote she’d said to him when they were escaping from the internment camp and trying to get out of North Korea. It seemed like everything that could possibly go wrong had all gone wrong at the exact same time. It had helped cover their escape, yes, but had blown their plans to get the virus mutations nailed down before they ended the project.


  They’d been huddled in the back of a truck bouncing over horrible dirt roads and speeding away from the town. Disguised as North Korean soldiers, they hoped their ruse worked.


  “Why couldn’t this have been easy?” he’d rhetorically muttered, barely loud enough for her and only her to hear.


  Riley had worn a haunted look as she stared at the camp disappearing behind them. “It doesn’t work that way, Raj. ‘When sorrows come, they come not single spies, but in battalions.’ Been that way even longer.”


  “I would think this was more a Macbeth kind of moment than a Hamlet one.”


  “It’s all tragedy. Even the comedy of it is tragic. You can’t tell them apart anymore.”


  There in the room, as he held Julie, he thought about the last message Bubba had passed him that afternoon.


  RP said to tell you this: This time it’s different. From battalions to breaches, as my friend Henry would have said. In the good way this time. We shall teach them how to war, for the game is afoot.


  Rajesh was convinced it was from Riley. Under threat of death, he couldn’t imagine the others suckering someone back in a second time. Not in the aftermath of what happened.


  Only Riley would know about their conversation in the back of the truck that night, about the quote she’d said. Or about how before every shift at the camp, during the testing phase, how she’d mutter a line from Henry V to him. “‘Once more into the breach, dear friends, once more.’”


  Both of them had a love for the Bard. Those ancient classics had been among the few English language books available to them in print in the camp there in North Korea.


  Only Riley would know that, the last time he’d seen her before they all split up, she’d hugged him. They’d discussed working together online to find a cure.


  And she’d whispered in his ear, “‘The game’s afoot.’”


  Meaning the search for a cure.


  He wouldn’t let himself doubt it was her. Within forty-eight hours, or sooner, he could have the three of them to safety.


  He hoped.


  


  * * * *


  


  Once Julie was asleep in bed—and she’d asked him to share the bed with her, clothes on—he sent a quick message to Bubba.


  If RP can give you the right answer to this question before I wake up in the morning, I will agree to a meeting with your representative in Key West for Tuesday at sunset: What did RP say she saw before we climbed into the truck that night?


  Another answer only Riley would know. She had a Shakespearean quote for everything, it seemed. Her coping mechanism during the crushing fear and stress they endured, and he’d been the natural outlet for it with his shared love and knowledge of the plays, especially.


  He carefully climbed back into bed with Julie, wrapping his arms around her in mutual comfort and tried to go to sleep.


  When he awoke a little before dawn, with Julie still nestled tightly against him, he found his answer in his e-mail and his heart raced.


  RP said to tell you this: She saw more devils than vast hell can hold.


  Rajesh fought the urge to scream in triumph. Any other answer would have been enough for him to make the three of them move at that moment, to change hideouts.


  Riley could have given this Bubba guy any number of answers, or even Shakespearean quotes, that would have bought him and Julie time.


  Guess I’m going to Key West.


  


  * * * *


  


  Before Rajesh had bid a teary good-bye to Julie and Liang Tuesday morning after going out to arrange passage, he’d given her his room key and told her to change rooms.


  “What’s our safe code?” Rajesh drilled Julie one last time. She wasn’t a Shakespearean fan, so he’d had to make her memorize it exactly.


  “‘The course of true love never did run smooth.’”


  He nodded and pulled her in for one last hug, kissing the top of her head.


  She clung to him, not wanting to let go even when he’d started to relax his embrace.


  So he held her, tightly.


  “Once this is over,” he whispered to her, “I want the three of us to go away, someplace safe, and just be for a while.”


  She nodded. “I’d like that.”


  He closed his eyes, happy in that brief moment in time. They’d danced around the topic in their time together in captivity, all of them fearful their captors would use any deepened relationships against them. More threats, more leverage.


  “Say it once more.”


  “‘The course of true love never did run smooth.’”


  “Exactly that. Word for word. If it’s not, disappear again.”


  “What if you don’t come back?”


  He’d given her all his copies of his work and removed them from his laptop and tablet. If he was sadly mistaken, he didn’t want that information falling into the wrong hands. “I won’t have to. You’ll be coming to me.”


  “You know what I meant.”


  He kissed the top of her head and closed his eyes. “Have faith.”


  He made his way down to the docks. The fisherman didn’t ask him any questions when he saw Rajesh’s money. He was to take Rajesh to Key West and return and wait at the dock for up to forty-eight hours. If a woman and child came to him, he was to deliver them exactly where he’d told him to in Key West.


  If not, the money was his to keep.


  It was a long ride, choppy in the middle of the Florida Straits. Bubba had assured Rajesh, in the last messages exchanged, that he would be met by only one person, a woman. A pilot.


  That she would pick him up and take him to the safe house.


  If he saw any hint of anyone else with the woman in Key West, he would disappear and not only would they not find him, but they’d not find anyone else, either, because he’d warn them all of the trap.


  Not that he had direct contact to all the others, but better he bluff and say that.


  By two o’clock that afternoon, the boat had entered a channel at Key West and the captain was steering them toward a busy docking area. Even in an apocalypse, people were still fishing, the wealthy engaging in their hobbies down here at the southernmost bottom of the contiguous forty-eight as if the world wasn’t trying to blow itself apart.


  On the way in, the captain showed Rajesh a chart, pointing out where he could pull up to another set of docks where commercial fishing boats unloaded, less crowded by the rich tourists who could afford to be stuck in Key West.


  When they docked, an armed dockmaster met them, stick testing them both for Kite before allowing Rajesh off the boat. The captain pushed off, headed down to the fuel dock to prepare for his return trip.


  Rajesh had given the man enough cash to keep him quiet. More than the man probably saw in an entire year.


  He’d told the captain he and his family had escaped from Europe and were trying to get to family in the States, but he didn’t want to put his wife and child at risk until he was sure it was safe.


  The man had understood that logic.


  Wasn’t the first time the Cuban people had seen families struggling to escape the island and reunite with loved ones in America.


  Rajesh found the nearest hotel and checked in for the day, a place to store his bags.


  He wanted to be able to run, if necessary, if he spotted a trap.


  He still had two hours before the arranged meeting time. The woman would be wearing aviator sunglasses and have long, dark brown hair braided down her back. She’d be reading a book—a real book—of Shakespeare.


  Riley’s book.


  If she was the real deal, Riley would have left him a message inside the book.


  He hadn’t told them what he’d look like or be wearing. In fact, he went to a tourist shop and bought a T-shirt, loud, baggy board shorts, and flip-flops to wear to look the part of tourist.


  As the square filled for the daily sundown show, Rajesh took his position and started studying the crowd.


  Most everyone faced west, watching as the sun sank below the horizon. There was one woman there who, while facing the right way, had her head down. She sat on the edge of a planter and was reading. Her hair looked right, and she wore the sunglasses as described.


  He eased himself through the crowd to get a better look at her.


  She had her nose in a book.


  A book with a blue cover he’d know anywhere.


  Heart racing, he forced himself not to rush as he looked around.


  She appeared to be alone.


  When he stood next to her, he held his hand out for the book.


  It was a collection of plays. He turned to All’s Well That Ends Well, to a section he knew by heart, his pulse exploding in relief when he saw the passage there underlined and a smiley face next to it.


  Love all, trust a few, Do wrong to none.


  Closing his eyes, he hung his head and allowed himself to cry with relief.


  The woman stood and patted him on the shoulder. “I’m ready to fly whenever you are.”


  He had to go get his things first. She helped him carry his bags, leading him through the streets to a floating dock where a plane was moored.


  “We’ll be there in just under an hour,” she said.


  “I won’t send my message until I see for sure,” he warned her.


  She nodded. “I know. I don’t blame you. Q, Sin, and Canuck told us what you guys went through.”


  “Who?”


  She tugged her face mask down so he could see her smile. “Our three mutual friends. Those are their code names.” She stuck out her hand. “Panda. I hate to tell you this, but you don’t get a choice on your code name. They’ve already dubbed you ‘Waldo.’”


  “What? Why?”


  “Old children’s books. It was a game called Where’s Waldo? Cartoon character you had to hunt for on the pages, his name was Waldo. Because you’ve been all over the world and no one knew where you were.”


  “Oh.”


  She gave him a stick test before they took off. Within an hour they were landing in dark water, but small blue lights guided her in. As they motored up to the dock, Rajesh felt fear thrum through him again as he spotted several figures waiting for them, several of them obviously armed.


  Out of the gloom, three smiling, familiar faces emerged to engulf him in hugs.


  “I see you got my book,” Riley teased, holding her hand out for it.


  He’d clung to it the entire flight, hoping he hadn’t been wrong.


  Another stick test, just a formality, before the commanding officer introduced himself. “Nice to meet you, Waldo. I’m Papa. Welcome to safety.”


  He noticed none of the guns were pointed at them. Not even everyone was carrying carbines.


  And Riley wore a handgun strapped to her hip.


  She noticed him looking and laughed. “Oh, yeah. They’ve been teaching me how to shoot.”


  “They…have?”


  She grinned. “It’s the real deal, Raj. We made it. They’re the good guys.” Her smile faded. “Julie?”


  He nodded. “I have to send the message.”


  They got him into their research station, three buildings on stilts. They showed him the lab, visible through a window, but not letting him in yet.


  “No offense,” Papa said, “but you need a bunnysuit to go in there. I don’t want to take any risks with personnel.”


  “This is real, right?”


  “It’s real,” Papa said. “We’re still being chased by the bad guys, but at least we can protect you all while you do your job to stop this.”


  They set him up with a secured tablet to send his message to Julie.


  He included a picture.


  


  * * * *


  


  Julie nearly let out a scream when she opened the message.


  The course of true love never did run smooth. Fortunately, with the help of friends, the road has become less bumpy. See you soon.


  And the picture.


  All four of them, together, smiling. Real smiles that reached their eyes. Not a hint of fear to be seen.


  She shut off the tablet and started quickly gathering everything, her heart pounding. Once she was dressed and ready, she awoke Liang and let him use the bathroom before hustling them out the door and down the street. In the dark, she nearly missed finding the street for the docks, but once she got her bearings she aimed for the slip he’d told her about.


  Her heart sank as she realized it lay empty.


  A man in the boat next to it looked up and spoke to her in Spanish. “He will be right back. Fuel dock.” He pointed.


  She nearly giggled, her hand squeezing Liang’s in hers as she saw the man doing just that.


  “Gracias,” she managed.


  Liang looked up at her but didn’t speak, as she’d ordered.


  He had to stay quiet.


  Silent.


  Not leave her side.


  Within thirty minutes, they were underway again through the dark. The captain gave her and Liang lifejackets to wear during the rough crossing, which left her sick, but still feeling hopeful. It was about an hour before dawn when they arrived in Key West. As they pulled up to the dock, Rajesh stood waiting there with a woman. He practically pulled Julie from the boat and into his arms as the woman helped Liang out.


  “It’s real,” he whispered to her. “And better than we could have hoped.”


  Julie closed her eyes and sobbed against his shoulder.


  


  * * * *


  


  Julie and Liang had already been set up in Riley Perkins’ room when the pilot, whose name was Panda, delivered them to the safe house just before daybreak Wednesday morning. Julie still squeezed her son’s hand, unable to believe they had finally made it to safety.


  Rajesh stood in the doorway. “They said breakfast will be served soon.”


  Julie stood there, Liang quietly waiting for her to let go of his hand. Looking down, she realized she wasn’t sure if she could let go yet.


  “He’s safe,” Rajesh said. “All of them are. Papa said while he’s here, they’ll have someone stay with him at all times to guard him. He can play outside, too.”


  “While he’s here?”


  “Q’s family—Quong’s family—is safe. He needs to go join them.”


  She turned to lash out at him when she saw the pain in his eyes and recognized the truth.


  “How long since he’s seen his family?”


  “He gets updates every couple of days from them through secure channels. But he cannot, for obvious reasons, know where they are.” He held up a tablet and swiped through, showing her.


  Somewhere wooded, a picture of Quong’s daughters and brothers being shown how to bait a hook by a lake while his wife and mother looked on. There were at least three men with them, who resembled the soldiers here at this safe house.


  Unlike last time she’d seen them, Quong’s wife and mother looked relaxed.


  Happy.


  As did the girls and his brothers.


  “They’re safe,” Rajesh continued. “We don’t know where, and they move them a lot. But they’re safe. From Kite and from violence. The general assigned an entire unit, just like this one, to keep them safe. Even he doesn’t know exactly where they are. They’re schooling the girls as best they can. They’re even learning English. They can have a reasonably normal life for now. Liang can be safe with them.”


  She looked at Liang, who smiled when he saw his friends in the picture.


  She switched to Hindi, a language Liang didn’t know. “What if I never see him again?”


  “You will,” Rajesh insisted, also speaking Hindi now. “Quong said he hates it, but knows it’s necessary. At least they’re safe and as happy as they can be. They protect them.”


  The girls had grown so much since she’d last seen them. Like they were thriving.


  “I…I can’t let him go yet.”


  “I understand. They won’t force you to, either, but you know he needs to go.”


  She stroked her son’s hair and switched back to English. “Do you want to go stay with your friends?”


  He looked up at her. “Can I? I miss them.”


  Her heart broke. “Can we wait until after his birthday? I’d like to spend at least one birthday with him where we can celebrate something.”


  “Of course.”


  She finally let go of Liang’s hand. He rushed over to Rajesh and hugged him. “Thank you, Uncle Rajesh.”


  She watched as he knelt and hugged the boy. “You’re very welcome.” His eyes met hers over Liang’s shoulder.


  She finally nodded.


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  


  Uni stared at Donna snuggled between the two of them in bed. It was only six o’clock Tuesday morning, and both he and Victor were wide awake, grinning like a couple of idiots, and sporting nearly painful morning wood.


  And then there was Donna.


  After round two—make that three—with Uni having a chance at her sweet ass while Victor fucked her pussy, they’d cleaned off, grabbed a quick shower to rinse the pool water off, and collapsed into a heap in the bed.


  Best thing about it?


  He could remember every damn second of it.


  Hence one of the reasons for his morning wood.


  The other being Donna’s warm body taking up the space between him and Victor.


  Yes, when they got through this Kite bullshit—and he refused to engage in any train of thought other than when, not if—he definitely would find Donna and spend some well-deserved time locked in a well-supplied house with her and Victor.


  At least, that was his plan. If Victor had other plans, the guy was on his own.


  Victor reached across her with his fist out.


  Uni fist-bumped with him.


  Neither of them had the heart to wake her up. She looked so adorable.


  Lima had already told them they could all sleep late this morning since Donna normally wasn’t at the coffee shop before noon anyway. They’d have to leave around nine, which would give them plenty of time to get into position and get ready before Donna went inside.


  It also meant plenty of time for morning playtime with her.


  He and Victor both jumped at the knock on the bedroom door. “Victor, Uni, now.” Lima.


  The two of them leapt out of bed, Donna stirring as they didn’t even bother with clothes. Uni got there first and threw it open.


  The man wore a smile.


  “What the fuck, dude?” Uni asked.


  Lima held up his tablet. “One more coming in.”


  He took it, reading. It was a message from Papa.


  RP2 now Waldo. Contact confirmed. Target coming in, ETA sundown. Will update as needed. JC might be next. Continue with current orders.


  Victor had read over his shoulder. “No fucking shit? Dr. Patel’s coming in?”


  “Waldo,” Lima corrected, reaching for the tablet. “That makes it even more important we find this hacker and get him secured. If Julie Chu isn’t far behind him, that’s a massive game-changer right there in our favor.”


  Donna’s voice made them turn. She had the sheets pulled up around her. “Is everything okay?” she asked, her voice still thick with sleep.


  “Everything’s fine, sweetheart,” Victor said. “We’ll be right there.” He turned to Lima. “If you’re about to be a dick,” he muttered, “and tell us we have to get out of our rack right now—”


  “At ease,” Lima said. “No, same timeframe. Sorry, but Omega said to update you guys now. Blame him. I woke him and Chief up first.”


  Relief filled Uni. He didn’t know how long they’d have with Donna and yes, the mission came first.


  But he’d be lying if he said he didn’t want to spend every available second with her.


  To make the most of their limited time together.


  Victor closed the door. The men turned and high-fived each other before returning to bed.


  “What happened?” Donna asked as they climbed back under the covers with her.


  “Good news,” Uni said. “One more of the scientists is coming in, and possibly another one as well. A really important one.”


  “Oh.” She looked a little more awake. “That’s really good, right?”


  “Yep,” Victor said, catching her hand and bringing it to his lips. He kissed it. “Maybe means we’re a few steps closer to putting a stop to Kite for good.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The hope in her eyes tugged at Victor’s heart. He couldn’t promise her forever yet. For starters, who knew if they’d even survive their mission? And secondly, while last night was a damned good start in the right direction in terms of a relationship, it would take far more than just really hot sex for the three of them to have a forever, even in the best of circumstances.


  She stared into his eyes, her greenish hazel gaze mesmerizing him. “I’ll take what I can get while I can get it,” she said. “And I’ll be patient and wait when you have to leave, but I’m going to hope for the best. It’s all I can do.”


  He leaned in and kissed her. “We’re hoping for the best, too.” He stroked her cheek. “We’ll make you another promise,” he said.


  “What?”


  He glanced at Uni, knowing his partner would feel the same way. “Until we get back, there won’t be anyone else but you. I promise.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah, really.”


  “Really,” Uni echoed. “No matter how long it is.”


  She looked back at Uni for a moment before her gaze returned to his. “Okay.” She finally smiled. “Me, too. I’ll wait for you. And I’ll hold you to that promise.”


  He kissed her again, unable to get enough of her. “Easy promise to keep, babe. You’re well worth the wait.”


  Uni draped his arm around her from behind. “We’ll also hook you up with Bubba before we leave,” he said. “He’ll keep in touch with you. If things get bad and we can’t get you out, he’ll make arrangements to get you three out of Atlanta.”


  Her attention returned to Uni. “Really? I mean…you know that’s not why I’m…I mean—”


  Victor gently squeezed her hand. “We know, honey. We get it. Believe me, we’ve seen crazier things than love at first sight…”


  When Uni and Donna both stared at him, he realized what he’d said.


  “Love?” she whispered.


  He sighed. “Well, it sure feels like it. Maybe that’s stupid for me to say, but if we’re agreeing to be exclusive until we can sort it out later, maybe we should just call it that and quit dancing around the topic. I want to say it’s love. If we find out later it’s only lust or like, okay, whatever, that’s later. For now, I want to take a page from your playbook and live in a little bubble of happiness and at least pretend it’s love until we prove me wrong.”


  She nodded. “I’m good with that,” she whispered. “I’m good with calling it love for now.” She smiled. “Bubble of happiness. Something I can hold onto when you guys…” She swallowed. “Bubble of happiness.” She nodded.


  Uni gently tipped her head back so he could kiss her. “I’m good with calling it love, too. Bubble of happiness. Something good to remember for a change.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Donna felt like she’d run a marathon. Between the rude awakening, and her sore body, and now her racing pulse from the men’s admissions…


  But love. She wasn’t an idiot. This wasn’t some romance novel where perfection fell into the heroine’s lap and she could live happily ever after.


  She understood there was a very real chance the men might not live at all once they left her. Nothing she could do about that, either, except hope they stayed safe and could fulfill their promise to come back to her.


  What she excelled at, however, was denial. It’d been a great coping skill over the last year, keeping her stress low.


  If they wanted to call this love—hell, yeah, she’d call it love, too.


  Wasn’t much of a stretch, either. She was attracted to both men, they’d more than fulfilled their promise to blow her mind in the sack, and they seemed to really like her.


  Okay, sure. Love. Why not?


  Victor kissed her then edged his way down her body, rolling her onto her back and sucking her left nipple into his mouth, making her moan.


  Uni joined him, his hot lips closing over her right nipple, the combined pull of their mouths sending shockwaves straight to her clit and jolting what little sleep remained in her system right out of her body.


  Victor eventually made his way farther down her body, his mouth replaced by Uni’s hand as he cupped it around her breast and rubbed the pad of his thumb over her nipple.


  Victor nudged her thighs apart and buried his head between them, his lips finding and teasing her sensitive clit, tongue flicking it, dipping into her pussy to fuck her before circling back up around her clit again.


  Her hands tangled in Uni’s hair, a soft moan escaping her as she spread her legs even wider.


  Victor slipped two fingers into her pussy and slowly stroked them inside her, building her up, teasing her, not letting her over, backing up every time she drew too close to the edge.


  Love. Fuck, yeah, I’ll call this love. Nooo problem.


  Uni sat up, changing position so he knelt next to her head, his cock stiff and ready. He fisted it, brushing the head of it against her lips and she opened to take him in.


  Last night, she’d enjoyed sucking both men’s cocks, getting them hard and ready for round three, wishing she could have swallowed a load from both of them and made the evening smut-book perfect.


  “That’s it,” Uni encouraged. “He’s going to tease you a little more before he lets you come. Then I think instead of us both putting a load into your pussy right now, we’re going to spit-roast you.” He stroked her hair with his free hand. “Then we’ve got enough time you can get us hard again and we’ll switch. You can suck his cock while I fuck you.” He grinned down at her. “Then we’ll take a shower and have breakfast.”


  She moaned, at both the thought of a round two that morning, and from the feel of Victor’s mouth and fingers on her clit and in her pussy. As she worked her lips and tongue over Uni’s cock, she flicked at the slit, tasting salty pre-cum, her passion churning as she realized she was the one doing this to them.


  For the first time in her life, she felt desirable. Sure, she’d had a couple of boyfriends, but nothing ever approaching this level of passion before.


  Ever.


  And while she’d thought sex had been good with them, it never approached the thermonuclear heat level this had.


  Easing as much of Uni’s cock into her mouth as she could, she bobbed her head up and down on his shaft, wanting to make him feel good and feeling more free to moan with his meat muffling her sounds.


  “That’s it, baby,” Uni said. “Make all the noise you want. Scream around my cock when he makes you come.” He took her hand and placed it on his balls, gently squeezing and tugging. “Play with them, baby. Working another load up in there to shoot down that gorgeous throat of yours.”


  They felt soft, heavy in her hand. Then she let out a scream as Victor added a third finger to her pussy and hooked them just right, hitting her G-spot as he sucked on her clit, punting her over the edge into pleasure.


  “Oooh, baby,” Uni gasped, his hand squeezing the base of his cock. “Can’t give you a mouthful yet.” His voice sounded strained. “Want to wait until Victor’s inside you to do that.”


  She sobbed, sucking, licking, gasping for air as Victor relentlessly forced another orgasm out of her before he sat up with a pleased smile on his face.


  Uni pulled out of her mouth as Victor leaned in and kissed her, tongue fucking her mouth, the taste of her juices on his lips. “Hands and knees, baby. I nearly just came hearing you come. I need my cock inside you right now.”


  They flipped her over and Uni sat at the head of the bed, cradling her head in his hands as he pulled her mouth onto his cock again. He held her hair out of the way as he made her take him all the way to the root, easing back when she gagged a little but then pressing forward again.


  “Just keep swallowing, baby,” he hoarsely said. “You can take it. You’ll get used to it. Guess you’ve never had two real cocks before. You’re doing fine.”


  She wanted to take it all the way, deep-throat him, please him. Between her legs, Victor got her into position and then sank his cock inside her pussy, hard, deep, bottoming out and making her moan.


  “Yeah,” Victor said. “We’re going to make sure you have every damn reason in the world to wait for us, the first being that we know how to take care of a woman right.” He slowly withdrew until just the head of his cock was inside her before plunging home again. The third time he did this, she came, shocking and surprising the hell out of her.


  “Did you just fuck one out of her without an assist?” Uni teasingly asked.


  “Yeah, guess I did.” Victor repeated the motion, the head of his cock perfectly hitting her G-spot with every thrust and keeping her coming. “I’m a baaad man. Playing dirty and making sure she doesn’t even want to look at another man until we can make her ours for keeps.”


  Hell, she was already theirs for keeps. If she hadn’t been before that moment, she was now. Yes, she was shallow enough to admit she’d wait a damn long time for a man—two men—who could do that to her with just their cocks alone.


  Victor managed to get one more out of her before he got too close to the edge. In her mouth, Uni’s cock was feeling hotter, harder.


  “Can’t hold it,” Victor said. “Gonna bust.”


  “Go ahead,” Uni said. He really took over, now fucking her mouth, hard and fast as Victor grabbed her hips and started pounding his cock into her.


  Oooh…fuck!


  One more for her, making the men both laugh at her moans until they groaned as they came nearly at the same time.


  Then they collapsed onto the bed, Victor crawling up to spoon behind Donna.


  Uni laced fingers with her. “Better?”


  “Mmhmm.”


  “Nice way to wake up?”


  “Yeah. Great way to wake up.”


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  


  Donna was walking a little funny and still working out the pleasant kinks and aches from her body when she entered the coffee shop at her usual time a couple of minutes after noon on Tuesday, but from a different direction than she normally approached. Fortunately, she rarely ever saw any of her coworkers in the coffee shop during her lunch breaks. The morning had dawned even chillier than the day before, a cold front taking hold of the region as it marched even farther south.


  Most of her coworkers couldn’t afford to go to the coffee shop every day the way she did. Most everyone brought their lunch, or they went to the cheaper sandwich shop in the lobby of the bank's building, which gave them a fifteen percent employee discount and free refills on regular coffee, if they brought their own mugs.


  If they stopped by this coffee shop, usually it was in the morning for a jolt of good coffee instead of the watered-down crap the bank provided in the employee break room.


  Lima was already settled into a corner chair, his tablet out, a cup of coffee on the table in front of him. With him sat Chief, also on a tablet, the two pretending to be together.


  Omega, Victor, and Uni would take turns on watch outside and cycling through the coffee shop.


  She was glad it was Chief and Lima in the coffee shop with her. Because if it was Victor and Uni, she’d spend the time trying not to clamp her thighs together and squirm in her seat over how she felt today while reliving the previous night and morning’s…activities.


  After round one that morning, they’d rested and talked a little before she’d been the one to initiate round two and they were off to the races again.


  Hell, she’d had more cardio in the past twenty-four hours than she’d had in the past six months, even with all the walking she usually did.


  Not that she was complaining in the slightest, mind you.


  As she’d promised, Lisa had texted Donna several times. Donna always replied, glad that her friend was so concerned about her and feeling even worse that she’d lied to her about what was going on.


  Unfortunately, in this case, she knew the lie had to be told, and now actually being involved with the men alleviated a little of her guilt.


  After getting her usual order, she settled into one of two chairs she normally picked.


  She flinched a little when the tiny two-way radio behind her left ear, hidden by her hair, went off.


  Uni. “How you doing?”


  She set up her laptop as she usually did. “Just getting started,” she softly said. At least the surgical mask hid her mouth.


  “Do what you normally do.”


  “I normally don’t sit here talking to myself.”


  He chuckled. “Good point. I’ll leave you alone.”


  Across the room, Chief and Lima looked like they were trying not to laugh. Hard to tell with their masks on, but they were also wearing the two-way radios and could hear everything.


  As her computer booted, Donna slid her mask down around her chin and started eating. Usually, she ate quickly and then pulled her mask back into place, using a straw up under the bottom of her mask to sip her coffee once it cooled off enough.


  As the team had carefully prepped her, she was to do everything she normally did, the way she normally did it. Especially since she didn’t know who their target was, but he—or she—obviously knew who Donna was.


  Or, at least they knew Donna’s computer.


  She couldn’t help glancing around the coffee shop. It was starting to fill with the lunch crowd, but she was more worried right now about someone from work happening in and seeing her there than she was about anything else. Once she finished eating and got her mask back up, she’d feel less concerned about it.


  It didn’t help her nerves not knowing who the person was. Or if they’d even show up that day.


  Possibly the chance that she actually knew them in real life. To be honest, once she was in her lunchtime “happy bubble,” unless the building was on fire she couldn’t have identified anyone who came or went in the coffee shop to save her life. Maybe people she worked with did cycle through it more often than not.


  It was a possibility the men had proposed.


  Regardless of who the person was, Lima had installed a trapdoor program on Donna’s computer to silently alert him and Bubba when someone piggybacked through her computer, which still had the same weak password. On the tablet he was working on, Lima would immediately get an alert, allowing him to start scanning computers and figuring out who it was.


  It would have to be someone inside the coffee shop, because their Wi-Fi signal wasn’t strong enough to work outside the building’s walls.


  Donna did her best not to let her nerves wear on her as the afternoon dragged on. Normally, her lunch breaks seemed to fly by, three hours disappearing in a heartbeat. Today, every minute felt like ten.


  By the time she would normally pack up to leave to return to work, no one had accessed her computer.


  “Wrap it up,” Lima said through the radio as across the room he stood. “We’ll try again tomorrow.”


  Donna shut her computer down. “What if they spotted you and Chief?”


  “Doubtful. We were watching everyone who came in here. No one acted the slightest bit suspicious.”


  Donna used the restroom and left via the way she came. Uni pulled one of the SUVs up to the corner as she approached and she slid into the back seat, Lima and Chief close behind. Chief got into the back seat with her while Lima took shotgun. Omega and Victor were in the other one, and together they sped away from downtown.


  Donna pulled her mask down. “Well, that was a waste of time.”


  “No,” Lima said. “It actually helped prove what I suspected, that maybe he misses a day here or there. It wouldn’t be smart to use the same location every day. It probably helps that he knows you’re there four days a week. We’ll try again tomorrow.”


  “What now?” Donna asked.


  “We’re going to work on some logistics this afternoon,” Lima said. “Me, Victor, and Chief are going to take an aerial tour of downtown in the chopper. Bubba gave me a list of potential helipads I want to check out. I don’t like having only street-level egress. If something goes wrong and we need to go up, I want that nailed down.”


  Her stomach dropped. “Up?”


  “Yeah,” Chief said. “Victor’s a helo pilot. We have one at our disposal at a private airfield not too far from the house.”


  “Oh.”


  Chief looked over at her. “Let me guess. You’ve never flown?”


  Donna shook her head. “No.”


  “It’s easy,” Uni assured her, catching her gaze in the rearview mirror. “You’ll do fine. Getting the guy out of the city via air might be our best option, depending on who he is.”


  “Or she,” Chief jokingly corrected.


  “Right,” Uni said. “Or she.”


  When they returned to the safe house, Lima, Victor, and Chief almost immediately turned around and headed out again.


  Victor gave Donna a quick kiss. “We won’t be gone too long.”


  “Be careful.”


  “This is easy. This is just recon.” He glanced at Uni. “So how are you supposed to explain me tonight to her roommates?”


  He grinned. “You’re my gay roommate. I felt sorry for you and picked you up so you could eat dinner with us.”


  Victor rolled his eyes. “Asshole.” But he smiled as he slapped his partner on the shoulder and followed Lima and Chief out the front door.


  Once they’d left, Donna wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do with herself. Omega, and Uni were involved in a confab with Bubba about a safe house location.


  She changed out of her work clothes and into jeans and a T-shirt, pulling on a sweater over that.


  Glad I brought more than just work clothes.


  The plan tonight for dinner with Lisa and Ginny was to let her roommates grill the hell out of Uni. He’d already told Donna that. He would do all the lying so she wouldn’t have to.


  Technically, she had met Uni in the coffee shop. Well, at the coffee shop, if you counted an abduction just outside of it a “meeting.”


  Donna grabbed her Kindle and headed out onto the lanai. In the sunlight, it felt comfortably cool. She dragged a lounger over and decided to read, but she realized a few minutes in that she had a problem.


  Lisa texted her again.


  Still on for tonight, right?


  Donna sighed before typing out her reply. Absolutely. Looking forward to you meeting him.


  Lisa quickly replied. He better be worth it for you to hide him this long.


  He is.


  What Donna felt for Victor and Uni scared her. Not really in a bad way, but here were two men quickly taking over her heart despite the circumstances. It wasn’t responsible. It ran counter to how she’d lived her life up ‘til this point.


  It was risky and yes, while she had no choice about being yanked into the overall situation, she didn’t have to jump into bed with the guys.


  Well, jump into the pool and hot tub and then bed, but same thing.


  The heroes in her books now paled in comparison to Uni and Victor.


  And how long until they were forced to say good-bye, and if she’d ever see them again? They could promise all they wanted, but it didn’t change the fact that their jobs were inherently dangerous. There were no guarantees that they’d be able to keep their promises to her.


  There were no guarantees they’d survive their mission.


  Or that they’d even manage to stop Kite.


  Or that she’d be alive when they were finished.


  That’s fucking depressing.


  She shut her Kindle off and tipped her head back, staring out through the screen at the small backyard. Surrounded by an eight-foot stockade privacy fence, thick bushes screened the pool itself.


  It was an idyllic little slice of heaven. For the rest of her life—however long that was—she would never forget the night she’d had with the two men.


  It also meant she’d never be satisfied with her life, or her happy bubble of denial, ever again.


  Until she could be with the men again and they could try to figure out if this really was a foundation for a relationship, her life would feel unsettled, on hold.


  She hated that.


  Growing up, school had been her oasis. Every day exactly the same, planned out. No drastic changes upending things. Leaving the chaos of “home” was something she looked forward to. It was the reason she’d worked her ass off all through school to keep her grades high enough to earn a scholarship to college.


  When she got home from school, no telling if she’d even have a bed, or be out in the living room on the couch or a bedroll because another relative had moved in. Whether or not her parents had weeded out clothes and toys during the day to give to others or even sell for extra cash.


  No control over anything except Scooter and her own pillow.


  The day she’d received word about landing a full scholarship to college, she’d gone out into the tiny backyard—where four more relatives slept in good weather in tents—and sobbed with gratitude that she’d done it.


  Even though her parents had asked her to come home on weekends and work part-time jobs to “chip in,” she refused, citing her studies and having to keep up her grades.


  Which wasn’t a lie.


  It just wasn’t the whole truth.


  Growing up, it was impossible to lie because there were usually at least one or two other people always around to refute the facts. She never learned how to lie well. She didn’t like lying. It wasn’t worth the stress.


  Her family learned when Donna was a teenager that they never asked her opinion of something if they really didn’t want to hear it, because while she wouldn’t be mean, she wouldn’t say a white lie just to spare someone’s feelings.


  No, I think you weren’t very responsible to quit that job.


  No, I don’t think you should have taken a day off and loafed.


  No, I don’t agree with you cutting back your hours when you can barely afford to pay your own way now.


  No, I won’t lend you money for food, because you shouldn’t have gone out to eat at twice the price two days ago.


  It was one way she’d learned to earn herself a little space, metaphorically if not literally. The decrier of bullshit.


  At work she wasn’t that blunt, obviously. But her family didn’t understand anything other than being blunt. If she ever hemmed or hawed, they pressed and tried to walk all over her. All the cousins and aunts and uncles used to just plowing through life and getting their own way regardless of how they managed it.


  Hence the little lies over the phone to her mother. Lying on the phone still didn’t suit her, but it was easier than in person.


  In-person lies were damned near impossible for her.


  Another reason why for the past fifteen months she’d opted out of reality as much as possible. Restricting herself to only good news.


  That was a thing of the past, obviously.


  Once the men left, she’d be desperate for any hint of information about them she could glean from the Internet.


  Praying they stayed safe.


  She could already envision herself obsessively trying to track the progress of Kite and of the scientists looking for a vaccine.


  For right now, she would try to live in the moment and enjoy whatever this was that they had. This wacky, crazy, wild romance-ish hook-up that sure as hell felt like something solid.


  The men were direct, intense, not interested in playing bullshit mind games.


  They didn’t have the time for them.


  Please, let this be real and let this survive. Let us all survive.


  


  * * * *


  


  Donna returned to the house just in time to hear the men, who were sitting at the dining room table, let out cheers.


  She walked in. “What’s up?”


  Uni wore a handsome, beaming grin. “Panda’s in Key West and waiting for Waldo. Their meeting’s at sunset.”


  “Who’s Waldo, again?”


  “One of the scientists. Even better, once we convince him he’s safe, he’ll talk another of the scientists in.”


  “That’s good, right?”


  “Damned good,” Omega said. He stood and stretched. “Well, let’s get moving.”


  “Huh?”


  Uni stood. “We need to go on a scouting run. Need you to come with us.”


  “I won’t run away. I told you, I’m okay.” She was surprised they’d even let her have her phone back. She’d had to promise not to make or take any calls without their permission, but she was free to text with Lisa and Ginny.


  Uni walked over to her and took her hands in his. “First, not worried about that. I trust you. Second, we don’t want to leave you alone and unprotected. This is about your safety. Third…” He leaned in and kissed her. “Honestly? I don’t want to be away from you if I can help it.”


  Her heart raced as she stared up into his blue eyes.


  “I don’t understand why I’ve fallen so hard for you two so fast,” she blurted out before even realizing she was going to say it.


  In reply he kissed her again, slowly, sweetly. “Neither do I,” he said, “but I’m not going to question it. And I keep my promises.” He squeezed her hands.


  “You might not be able to keep your promise if the apocalypse says otherwise.”


  “Don’t be too sure,” he said, a handsome smirk curling his lips. “We’re pretty resourceful guys. Especially when there’s the future at stake.”


  


  * * * *


  


  No, Uni didn’t want to leave her alone. He’d rather have her there with him and Omega, even though all they were going to do was go tour locations to make the final decision for their safe house. Bubba had narrowed it down to four choices, and two of them were easily close enough they could get to them with plenty of time to spare. They might have to wait to look at the third and fourth ones tomorrow or the next day, but Bubba was ready to put plans into place.


  Uni already knew he’d want to make sure there’d be room for Donna and her friends. In his mind, he’d already hatched a rough draft of a plan should things go south quickly. He and Victor could easily fly to their apartment complex and get them and be back within an hour if things got bad.


  Yes, the mission always came first.


  But somehow, he’d make it work.


  He wouldn’t leave them vulnerable.


  Uni wouldn’t tell Donna this yet, but he and Victor had already talked with Papa and gotten his approval before they contacted Bubba. Bubba had a dossier worked up on all three woman and they checked out okay. No red flags at all. If shit went south too quickly for them to get to the women, Bubba was already putting contingency plans into place so he could activate someone who could get to them and move them to safety.


  It meant Uni and Victor wouldn’t see Donna again until everything was safe and the disaster handled, but at least she’d be safe.


  It’d have to be good enough.


  Omega was driving while Uni navigated. At the first location, a large commercial complex that had previously housed a printing operation, there were too many neighbors close by that would make the location insecure. They didn’t even have to go inside and take a look around.


  The second location was a little farther out, on a rural road. A large single building that had previously housed an archery manufacturing operation.


  A very weak outer perimeter fence of nothing but barbed wire, but there was a sturdy fence and gate across the front of the property and the location was better. The closest neighbors were farms on either side, but their houses were at least a quarter mile away in either direction, and the property was surrounded by thick, young stands of timber pine not quite ready for cutting.


  “Do you think there’s enough room to safely land the helo?” Omega asked as they drove around back. There was a loading bay on one side where they could back a truck up to for the equipment.


  “Yeah. He’s landed in smaller areas than this.”


  They got out and walked up to the front door, punching in the code on the key box to get the key.


  Inside, there were several offices, a couple of bathrooms including two showers, a large break room that had previously housed kitchen equipment, based on the empty gaps in the counters and cabinets and the electrical sockets left behind, and a very large main area that had obviously been a manufacturing and warehouse area. Several lines of sturdy racks stood empty, and the space was strewn with broken wooden pallets, cardboard, and other trash.


  “I’m envisioning rack space,” Uni said as he walked over to one of the shelving units and grabbed hold, shaking it. “Damned sturdy. Not a five-star hotel, but at least it’s off the ground.”


  She followed the men, saying nothing.


  Omega walked over to one corner and started marking off steps. “Think we could build out a lab and decon area here?” He pointed to the back wall of the office. “The bathrooms are right there. We can tie into the plumbing and set up self-contained showers and toilets and sinks.”


  “The electric comes in on this wall, too,” Uni said, joining him. “I think we could make this work.” He pointed at a set of stairs that led to the top of the offices. “Must be storage area.”


  “Other than I don’t like only having three strands of barbed wire on three sides of us, it’s pretty good,” Omega said.


  “Agreed. This is a possibility.”


  “Are you all going to be staying here?” Donna finally asked.


  They turned to her. Uni had been so wrapped up in trying to visualize everything they’d need and need to do that he’d almost forgotten she was with them. “Not all of us. It’d be a lab away from home, so to speak. Our other safe house is far more secure and isolated. But Victor could fly to the CDC research lab in about twenty minutes from here. That’s the key point.”


  “Is that why the other place wouldn’t work?”


  “One of the reasons. Too conspicuous.”


  “We have time to look at the third one,” Omega said.


  “Let’s do it.”


  They locked up and returned the key to the box.


  “Why is the key just left there?” she asked.


  “Bubba is working through commercial real estate agents,” Uni explained. “He’s got a company set up that is doing the renting. This looks like a legit business transaction so it doesn’t raise any red flags.”


  “Oh. I guess I have a lot to learn, huh?”


  He glanced at her over the seat. “I’m sorry we’ve put you in this position,” he said. “But I don’t regret meeting you.”


  That finally pulled a smile from her. “Me, either.”


  Had he really thought just a few days ago that he didn’t want to have a relationship?


  Fuck that, Victor was right. It was better to have loved than to not have loved.


  Yes, he was scared for her safety. On the flip side, he realized he was now more determined than ever to make sure they won against this shit and fixed things so that he and Victor could keep their promise to her to come back.


  Maybe that’s why the others are looking more determined than ever. It’s not just about the job anymore. It’s about the people they love.


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  


  They had looked at the third location—which was even more remote and both men liked better than the second—before returning to the house. They’d only been there a couple of minutes when the other three returned, Victor making a beeline for Donna and sweeping her into his arms for a kiss.


  “Ready for dinner, baby?” He waggled his eyebrows at her, making her giggle.


  “No time for playing before we leave. This time of day, it’ll take us every minute to get there. Plus we have to pick up pizza.”


  “Ah, voice of reason. You’re no fun. I prefer happy bubble girl myself.”


  They climbed into the SUV that had been parked in the garage and headed out, Uni behind the wheel.


  “So what’s the plan?” Victor asked. “And if you’re supposed to be me tonight, does that mean I get to be Gil?” He grinned.


  “Who?” she asked.


  From that angle, she couldn’t tell if Uni had rolled his eyes, but his tone of voice sure sounded like he was. “Gil. That’s my real name.”


  “Oh.” True. She’d had really hot sex with two guys whose real names she didn’t even know.


  Victor looked over the back of the seat at her. “He’s Gilberto Pickett.”


  “Gil,” Uni darkly corrected.


  “But as you can see, he’s not fond of Gilberto. I’m Quentin Maddox.”


  “I’m just Donna Epperson,” she said. “You already know about me.”


  “You’re going to get a code name sooner or later,” Victor said.


  “We’ll work on that,” Uni said, sounding amused.


  If all the other women had code names, and they were talking about giving her one. That was good, right? More proof they were men of their word?


  “Let us handle the talking tonight,” Victor said. “This is kind of our gig. Just follow our lead.”


  “I won’t let you trip up,” Uni said.


  “Glad you’re confident.” Truth be told, she felt nervous as hell.


  After getting a couple of pizzas, they pulled up outside the apartment complex. The men had taken a different route there than they had yesterday.


  “Well, Lisa’s here,” she said. “Her car’s here.”


  “Cool.” Uni turned to her. “This’ll be okay.”


  “Thank you for doing this. I know this is a pain, but it’s going to make things a lot easier on me in the long run.”


  “I know. That’s why we’re doing this.”


  Victor jumped out and opened the back door for her before she could get out. Uni carried the pizzas as she led the way up to the second floor to their apartment.


  Sure enough, Lisa and Ginny were there. “Hey, who’s hungry?” Donna called out after letting herself in.


  Lisa stuck her head out through the kitchen doorway. “Damn. You weren’t kidding about the pizza. Good.” She wore a wary expression as she crossed the small living room while Ginny emerged from their bedroom.


  Donna nervously swallowed, but before she could start the intros, Uni balanced the pizza boxes in his left hand and stuck out his right. “Lisa, right? Nice to meet you. Donna’s told me a lot about you. Victor Uni.”


  Lisa shook with him. “Funny, she ain’t said shit to us about you.” Lisa glared at her, making her blush.


  “To be fair, I kind of sprang this on her,” Uni said. “I honestly didn’t expect her to say yes. I wouldn’t have blamed her if she’d blown me off as a creeper.” He smiled down at Donna. “I’ve been too chickenshit to ask her out before now for fear of her shooting me down.”


  “Who’s this?” Lisa asked.


  Victor started to raise his hand, but Uni spoke up first. “This is Carl Grimes, my roommate. His boyfriend ditched him tonight so I invited him to come eat with us. Hope that’s okay?”


  “Asshole,” Victor muttered, glaring at Uni and nearly making Donna giggle. “You didn’t have to tell them that.”


  “Sorry, buddy.”


  But it had the desired effect on Lisa and Ginny, who’d now been introduced as well. Both women felt sorry for Victor for being stood up…and neither would make a pass at him.


  Sneaky.


  Donna didn’t say much during dinner, letting the men spin their tale. They both worked for the same security consultant who was, understandably, increasingly busy with the threat of Kite around the world. But life was short, so why not take risks when they presented themselves?


  Which…actually wasn’t too far from the truth. It was close enough even Donna knew she could stick to it without feeling too guilty.


  “And I apologize for not having you two over to my friend’s place,” Uni said as they were halfway through the pizzas. “I did talk to him on the phone today and, sorry. He’s not cool with me bringing anyone but Donna over yet. But when he gets back, he said if I set up a meeting with him, then he’ll probably say yes for the future.”


  “Oh, that’s okay,” Ginny said. “We understand.”


  “I’ll admit I was more than a little worried when I talked to Donna last night,” Lisa said. “And I was waiting for her to give me some sort of high sign about you, like she needed rescuing or something. Acting like this isn’t in her nature from as long as we’ve known her.”


  Donna blushed a little. “I know it was sudden. You guys are always on me to get out.”


  “Yeah, get out. Not jump into a house with a stranger.”


  “He’s not strange to me,” she said. It was out of her mouth before Donna realized it didn’t even feel like a lie.


  “Strange to us,” Lisa said. “You were so busy in your happy bubble you didn’t even notice a hot guy making moves on you?”


  Donna shrugged. At least she knew her friends would believe that part of her story.


  By the time they left a little after eleven, Donna felt exhausted. Uni again drove and they took yet another course away from the apartment complex.


  “Thank you, guys,” she said. “I appreciate you taking the brunt of that for me.”


  “Well? How’d we do?” Victor asked.


  “I think they believe it. I’m sure I’ll get grilled later on when I’m home.” The men had set up the fact that they frequently travelled for their work and might have to go out of town again soon for an extended assignment.


  That had also handily explained why “Victor” had “suddenly” taken the chance to ask Donna out, for fear of not ever running into her again if he didn’t.


  “Did you have to say I was stood up?” Victor mumbled.


  Uni laughed. “That’s what aggravated you? I figured the gay comment was the trigger.”


  “No, because that kept me from having to worry about them wanting to ask me out. That was quick thinking. But my boyfriend would not have stood me up. Todd’s a great guy, thank you very much.”


  Donna laughed. “Todd?”


  “Well, of course I’d be dating a Todd. Nice guy, little self-absorbed sometimes, but really hot in the sack.”


  That drew a laugh from Uni. “Wow. Glad I can remember all of that, Carl.”


  “Hey, you’re the one who made me gay. I’m the one who made it look goood.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Lima was sprawled on the couch, laptop open, TV on and unwatched as he worked on something.


  He held up a hand in greeting to them but didn’t speak.


  “Where’s Chief and Omega?” Victor asked.


  Lima pointed his finger at the hallway.


  As if on cue, they all heard a woman’s muffled cry.


  Definitely not one of pain, either.


  “Ah,” Uni said. “Gotcha.”


  Lima gave them a thumbs-up and kept working.


  They retired to their own bedroom, the men slowly undressing Donna before lowering her to the bed. After they stripped, they stretched out on either side of her, their fingers stroking up and down her arms.


  “How about a little slower and easier tonight?” Uni suggested. “I think we’re all a little tired.”


  “Sounds good to me.”


  “Make it unanimous,” Victor said. He kissed her first, exploring, teasing, tasting, taking his time.


  Uni moved lower, his lips exploring her flesh as he traveled down the valley between her breasts. She felt wanted, desired.


  Cherished.


  Hard to explain, but no one she’d ever been with had made her feel like they were paying attention to her the way these two were. In bed, or outside of it. Like they saw her, were really listening to her.


  Wanted her.


  Victor gathered her into his arms, her head tucked in the crook of his arm as he kept kissing her while Uni worked his way south. Once he was between her thighs, she needed no urging to spread them for him, giving him complete access.


  She softly moaned into Victor’s mouth as Uni’s tongue lightly flicked across her clit.


  Victor lifted his head, smiling down at her in the dim light. “That’s it, baby. Let him make you feel good. When he’s done making you come, we’re going to change positions and then I’m going to make you come like that. Make sure you’re a happy girl before we come.”


  She could feel Victor’s stiff cock brushing against her. She blindly groped for it, her fingers closing around his hot length. Both men were generously endowed.


  Two hot, hung guys? Yes, please!


  “Easy there, babe,” he whispered, cautioning her. “That’s a loaded weapon.” His hand closed over hers, slowing her strokes until she was barely moving and her fingers were fisted around his cockhead.


  Between her legs, Uni had made himself comfortable, taking his time and apparently in no rush to hurry things along.


  Another nice problem to have, to not be in control of her orgasm, to have two men taking their time loving her.


  Had the romance books she’d read accurately portrayed this, she would have sought the permutation out a lot sooner.


  Maybe a lot of things she would have done a lot sooner had she known that time might have grown so short.


  It was easy to ignore the world’s troubles when they were on the other side of the globe.


  She couldn’t ignore this, or them. That this was perfection, and it’d break her heart if she didn’t get her happily ever after with both of them.


  Victor’s intense gaze stared down into hers. “That’s it, baby. Let him make you feel good. Relax and enjoy it. We’re here for you.”


  She started flexing her hips in time with Uni’s tongue, his lips lightly tugging on her clit, too, his mouth sucking.


  That was another thing, these two seemed to love giving oral. Only one of her previous partners had done it to her, and he’d been more interested in getting her off so he could fuck her, not…savoring the experience.


  When she glanced down, she spotted Uni’s eyes were closed, a look of contentment on his face, peace, as if he wouldn’t want to be anywhere but right there.


  Never before had she experienced that, either.


  Victor’s mouth closed over hers again, his tongue teasing and tasting, gently probing, finally coaxing her lips to part. He nipped, nibbled, sucked on her lower lip, playfully teasing her and giving her a hint of what was yet to come once he was down there. His hand slowly squeezed hers around his cockhead, rhythmically, not allowing her to stroke him and possibly get him off.


  Yet another thing different about them. Yes, that very first time in the pool they’d rushed, but they’d more than made up for it shortly thereafter. And still, even then, they’d made her come first before they’d gotten off.


  How sad am I that I never had a really good lover before?


  Maybe that was why she’d never tried harder to find a boyfriend before. Because none of them had ever measured up to what she thought they should be. Especially when compared to the books she’d read.


  And the men were right—she didn’t want anyone but them. They had ruined her for anyone else. Who the hell would ever be able to measure up? Literally or figuratively? Why would she want to settle for only one man when she had these two hunks?


  Uni slipped one, then two fingers inside her pussy, easily gliding in along her juices. Whatever magic it was they knew, he did it again. He hooked his fingers perfectly and hit that sweet spot inside her, sending her straight into orbit.


  Victor crushed his lips onto hers, swallowing her cries as she reached down with her other hand and grabbed Uni’s hair, holding on and pulling a growl of pleasure from him.


  Even a “gentle” orgasm with them was far stronger and better than any she’d ever given herself, she was sad to realize.


  Finally, Uni lifted his head, and she melted against Victor. Victor lifted his mouth from hers and smiled down at her. “There’s one,” he said.


  Before she could laugh or even tell them one was enough, they were switching places, Uni on her other side and now gathering her against him in a mirror image of how Victor had held her. Uni waggled his eyebrows at her before kissing her as Victor dove between her legs.


  Apparently Victor wanted insurance. He started out with two fingers in her pussy, immediately finding and massaging her G-spot while he started sucking on her clit. It didn’t take long for him to get her over the edge, either. Except once he got her there he kept her there for a while, her orgasm rolling through her, not stopping, Uni holding her arms and keeping her from pushing Victor away when she’d started squealing in protest.


  All Victor did was back off just a little, barely enough to let her catch her breath before he did it to her again.


  So much for gentle and easy.


  All she could do was lie there and enjoy it, and enjoying it she damn sure was. Only when Victor was apparently satisfied with the result did he lift his head from her pussy, kissing the insides of her thighs before looking up her body and meeting her gaze.


  “Better, baby?”


  She could only nod, pleasure having robbed her of the ability to speak.


  Uni chuckled, a warm, gentle sound that vibrated through her body. “Did you break her?”


  “No, just ruining her a little more,” Victor joked as he rose to his knees. He lifted her legs, putting her ankles up on his shoulders as he leaned in and swiped the head of his cock up and down her pussy. Finding his target, he easily slid home inside her, drawing a moan from him and her both.


  “Gonna see if I can ruin her still more,” he said, sounding breathless. “See if I can’t fuck one more out of our beautiful girl.”


  He leaned in, pressing forward, thrusting his hips as he tried to find the sweet spot he sought.


  “You’re just showing off now,” Uni teased. He’d shifted position so he could play with her breasts, his thumbs and fingers tugging at her nipples and driving her even closer to another release. “Overachiever.”


  “That’s me,” Victor said. “Go big, or go home. And since I consider her home, only option I got is to go big.”


  She held onto his arms, which were planted on either side of her head. Like this, her world ending with them, it was easy to let her brain think like that, that her future held nothing but this, them, happiness and hot nights. Hot enough to keep her warm on the coldest night and then some.


  And she’d be happy for it.


  This was something else no other lover had ever achieved with her—making her come just with his cock.


  Although these two guys had made her come more already than her last two lovers combined—how sad was that?


  Between Victor’s cock fucking her so well and Uni playing with her nipples, she soon found herself tipping over the edge again.


  “That’s it,” Victor said, fucking her harder, faster, quickly catching up with her before his balls emptied his load inside her. Leaning in, he kissed her. “So fucking good,” he whispered. “I love you.”


  “Love you, too.”


  She looked at Uni, who wore a handsome smile.


  “Love you, baby,” he whispered.


  “Love you, too.”


  Yes, she’d call this love. It sure as hell felt more like it than anything else she’d ever experienced in her life with a guy.


  Victor rolled onto his back, taking her with him, so that she was straddling him. Uni lifted her hips, making Victor’s soft cock fall from her, but Uni quickly replaced it with his.


  From underneath her, Victor smiled, his hands now on her breasts and taking up where Uni left off. “I think we unlocked your secret,” he teased.


  Uni nudged her legs a little farther apart and adjusted his angle of thrust, and then…


  Zoom. Donna closed her eyes and kissed Victor, crying out as the orgasm washed through her while Uni stroked her ass. He grabbed her by the hips. “That’s it, baby,” he said as he fucked her, hard, making her come even harder. “We know you, now. You are definitely ours, and if you think we’re ever letting you get away, think again.”


  Victor pinched her nipples even harder, drawing another cry out of her as her clit rubbed against his body and, inside her, Uni’s cock thoroughly plowed her. She fucked herself back against Uni, their bodies slapping together until, finally, he came, too.


  Together, they collapsed on top of Victor, eventually flopping onto their sides so that she was in the middle, her back against Uni.


  Uni feathered his lips along the nape of her neck. “Sleep well, sweetheart.”


  She pulled his arms around her. “You, too.”


  With her head tucked against Victor’s shoulder, she crashed into sleep.


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  


  Ax didn’t head to the regular coffee shop he frequented the most on Tuesday. He had Tuesday and Wednesday off, but he needed to go someplace different and take his throwaway laptop with him. His usual place was fairly close to their apartment, which was one of the reasons he went there so often.


  But he was hoping for another payday today, meaning he’d need to send the video clips. No sense in taking an unnecessary risk. He’d done well so far.


  While he was out, he would do a little more dredging for info about this new Reverend Karsu. So far, he’d found bupkis. Well, nothing interesting. Nothing that contradicted anything the government had officially put out. No whiff of scandal.


  He already added that to his blog, too, a snarky post hinting that it was strange to find someone so squeaky clean in the first place. The truth was he doubted the guy had a shadowed past, but it would totally be in line with his blog’s history of questioning everything tossed out there by “the authorities.”


  Still no reply from Tank yet. He tried not to worry about his friend. He’d never met her in real life, and it wasn’t like he actually “knew” her.


  He was hoping for the best for her group, that they survived, at the very least.


  Maybe once he had finished milking the Hannibal Silo evidence and disappeared from Atlanta, he could try to find them and help them out, if they needed it.


  Of course there was a lot of buzz online, even in hacker circles, about the Kite vaccine research information starting to emerge. So far, what the US government had released appeared to be genuine. Other governments who still had the resources to fund labs were scrambling to try to replicate the results as well as submit their own data for analysis.


  For once, there was hope.


  That was a good thing for many reasons, including the fact that it would allow people to devote brain cells to the scandal that was Hannibal Silo.


  It meant that Ax could relax a little and look forward to the future for a change. Maybe he wouldn’t have to go all prepper-crazy and build up a secret stash of stuff in a storage locker somewhere, just waiting for him to bug out.


  He’d do his best to take care of his brothers in the process. Not like he hardly saw them anymore with their work schedules.


  Once he’d taken his revenge and could walk away, he’d tell them what he’d done. How he’d given Silo payback for ordering their parents be killed to silence their mother.


  They probably wouldn’t believe him, and that was okay, too.


  Maybe I shouldn’t tell them.


  He could always lie and say, if things got bad and they had to leave, that he’d done a little hacking on the side and saved up some money. Not like if things got to that point that he’d be worried about law enforcement.


  Best to keep silent for now.


  He’d already downed three high-caffeine energy drinks by the time he arrived at the coffee shop, one on the far south side of Atlanta. There, he grabbed an espresso to maintain the pleasant edge of his caffeine buzz before he found himself a corner seat. Then he fired up the throwaway laptop and, sure enough, he found a payment waiting from the CMM people. He also had follow-up e-mails from the other networks, looking for more clips.


  Glancing around at the fairly crowded room over the top of his surgical mask, he struggled not to giggle. Another thirty grand quickly transferred out of that MacCoin account and bounced around the ether a few times before dropping it into his secret overseas bank account.


  He tucked his hands under the table and shook them out, trying to work out a little of the jitters before he prepped the first e-mail. That one to CMM, with the file-clip info.


  Then “invoices” to the other networks for their next clips.


  While waiting to see if the other networks would respond right away, he logged into the bulletin board to check for Tank.


  A little relief filled him when he saw he had a private message from her waiting in his account.


  That relief fled when he opened the message she’d sent before dawn local time, and read it.


  Situation far worse than lamestream media reporting. Refugees from LA area starting to make it to SLC and elsewhere. Many of them K-pos. Military euthanizing them at road blocks. CDC not reporting accurate numbers, even this board’s mods infiltrated by gov stooges. On-ground sources say deaths in thousands, not dozens. Burn piles and mass graves. Tks for the coin, desperately needed. We’re going to move east away from incoming K wave. Will update when I can, or after we’re settled. <3 Tank.


  That was enough of a shock to his gut to boost his adrenaline, knocking his caffeine buzz off and leaving him feeling sick.


  Maybe leaving Atlanta with his brothers would be best. Sooner, rather than later.


  Sure, explaining the money would be damned near impossible, but staying alive was worth any side-eye or recriminations they might try to lay on him.


  Right?


  He doubted Noel would bullshit him. Throughout all of this, she had provided what always turned out to be accurate information, not just throwing every little bit of shit that rolled in over her data transom back out into the world without confirmation first. That was one good thing about these “anarchists.” They had an aversion for falsehoods and only wanted to spread facts they could confirm.


  He sat back and read her message again before sending her a reply.


  Will drop some more coin for you. Good luck. Pls keep me posted. K vax info looks good though, right? Stay safe.


  He made the donation and was about to sign off twenty minutes later when she replied.


  Trust no one. Can’t confirm/deny vax info yet. Gov track record sux. Tks for the coin! One of our guys has family in Iowa. Might head there. <3 Tank.


  Of course he didn’t trust the US government, but they’d have to be in cahoots with several other very desperate nations, such as the UK, Germany, Australia, France, Canada, Russia, and others if they were faking the information they’d posted so far.


  Right?


  That wasn’t even counting the private pharmacology companies and other research labs who’d jumped onto Kite vaccine research as well out of desperation. No, there wouldn’t be a profit in it, but saving the world—including their own asses in the process—was a pretty inspiring goal in and of itself.


  Some countries would likely never recover. China, India, Pakistan, South Korea, Japan, and several other nations in that region.


  Most other nations in that region.


  Already in the UN were rumbles about the ambassadors to many of those countries—most of them safely buttoned-up in their New York City penthouses—who appeared to be the highest-ranking officials left in their countries and how they should give serious thought to turning their countries over to UN control. New countries from the dust, some of them merged.


  Some of the back-traffic channels on the boards Ax frequented talked about the vast arsenals of military hardware now just laying around and waiting for anyone to bulldoze through the piles of Kite bodies and scoop them up.


  Anyone.


  Including any batshit crazy asshole who might possibly have a lot of money and overseas connections like Rev. Hannibal Silo.


  That last part was an extrapolation on Ax’s part, but he shivered as he contemplated the ramifications.


  What if…


  How much of a stretch was it to think that a man like Hannibal Silo, who literally had billions of dollars floating around the globe right now, couldn’t hire a team to go in and take over some of those weapons?


  It wasn’t much of a stretch for Ax. Not much of one at all.


  Cold sweat broke out along his spine.


  I have to stop him sooner rather than later.


  Instead of logging off and leaving like he’d planned, he did something he’d sworn he wouldn’t do, because he hadn’t wanted to draw any extra attention to himself.


  He took a run at the Church of the Rising Sunset’s computer network.


  


  * * * *


  


  Hannibal Silo was not a happy man. Alone in his St. Louis office, locked away from all ears and eyes, he stewed, furious.


  After his arrival in St. Louis yesterday afternoon, he’d had a whirlwind tour through the entire stronghold complex, going through everything—including shit he didn’t give a flying fuck about but couldn’t say otherwise—from security to engineering, their back-up electrical grid system, the self-contained water and sewage facilities, the new network broadcasting equipment, the church…


  Everything.


  Including a couple of hours he’d never get back humoring a beaming Mary Parnassus and her hydroponic farming system, and their in-house school program that now revolved completely around all school-aged children from kindergarten to high school being involved with the hydroponics and learning how to farm.


  He’d somehow managed not to fall asleep during all of that.


  But when he’d finally—finally—escaped and locked himself, alone, in his quarters, he’d closed all the blinds and cranked up his computer.


  And he’d read.


  And read.


  And read some more.


  Then today, he started trying to make some calls.


  Now that he was paying attention to something besides hydroponic vegetables and putting on fake, fatherly smiles for the press and the children, he’d realized something.


  There was a disturbing pattern emerging. A pattern of missing contacts, both in Washington and at the CDC in Atlanta. When he contacted the Washington CDC office, his contact there nervously said they had no idea what happened to the personnel, that they’d been moved or retired or whatnot, their replacements ordered in by someone higher up.


  Very high up.


  Seething, Hannibal Silo got up and cracked open the blinds on the bedroom window that opened out over the center of the compound. Tinted glass, no one could see in, not even at night with it backlit. A premium he’d paid but well worth it.


  He’d had plans to fuck his new bride here, with her breasts pressed up against the window as he whispered into her ear how this would all be hers now.


  Even that plan was in the crapper.


  Everything was in the crapper.


  All because of that cunt I married.


  Jerald might think he controlled all the contacts, but Silo still had a few of his own, including orders out to some of those same contacts to report everything back to him.


  Their friend in Indianapolis had kept him apprised of a developing situation in Atlanta. The other situation, not the disturbing lack of contacts in the CDC. He’d updated Silo that very morning about his latest assigned task from Jerald and asked for guidance on how to proceed.


  There was a lead. Not much of one, but a start.


  And the “consultant” hadn’t reported those findings to Jerald yet. “What do you want me to do?”


  Silo didn’t dare take any of his findings to any of his contacts in the military or government to get assistance from them. He’d first need to carefully assess how far Arliss’ reach now touched, what contacts he’d have to discard as unreliable, which ones could no longer be trusted.


  If the Atlanta CDC was now filled with personnel loyal to Arliss, it meant he wouldn’t be able to easily spirit away any research or personnel to the lab at the St. Louis stronghold.


  Another roadblock to his plans.


  General Arliss had proven a far more dangerous and wily adversary than Silo had ever imagined him to be. Definitely not the strictly regimented mind so common in many of the long-term, higher brass.


  “Don’t tell Jerald any of this,” Silo finally told the man.


  “You’re sure?”


  “Positive. You really believe this person is based out of Atlanta?”


  “Yeah. It’s a slim lead, and it might take time to—”


  “Give me the information you have.”


  After Silo received all the information the guy had about where he thought the blogger might be based, and after giving the man instructions not to update Jerald yet, Silo placed another call.


  This time, to a contact he hadn’t used in a while.


  One Jerald knew nothing about.


  Relieved to find the contact still active, he gave the order to assemble a team and proceed to Atlanta. He wanted that blogger found and brought in—alive.


  By any means necessary.


  


  * * * *


  


  Wednesday morning dawned cold enough that Ax bumped on the heat in their apartment after crawling out of bed. They tried not to run the heating and cooling system any more than absolutely necessary, and always turned it off when they weren’t home. They did their best to save money.


  As the heat kicked on, Ax giggled as he thought about the money sitting in his account, just waiting for him.


  Maybe even more money waiting for him today.


  His smile faded at the sobering thought that money might soon become worthless if what Tank reported was accurate and Kite was spreading faster than reported.


  It might mean he lost access to that money. Especially if world-wide servers went down and he couldn’t get to it.


  As he took a shower, he formulated a plan. He’d rent a storage locker, today. A large one he could get to quickly from the apartment. Pay the rent up for several months and start stockpiling supplies. Maybe even go ahead and buy a vehicle and park it there. One they could bug-out in.


  Then, when the time came they had to flee Atlanta, he could take his brothers there, load up, and leave.


  That’s a good plan. A solid plan.


  Also a plan that would stall any questions his brothers would ask up until the point he opened the door of the storage locker and said, “Get the hell in.”


  At that point, hopefully, they’d just be so grateful to be escaping that they wouldn’t question him.


  Maybe they could swing through St. Louis and get Mary, or arrange for her to meet them somewhere and she could join them.


  He didn’t want her to get caught out in the open with no way to escape Kite hordes. From the little he’d let her reveal, she was renting an apartment from a homeowner, nothing in her name—either name—to tie her to that residence.


  I’ll send her a message today and make sure she’s doing okay. Give her a heads-up to start preparing supplies in case we have to run. Figure out a way to meet up.


  Today, he’d planned to go to the south side of Atlanta again, to a different coffee shop he sometimes used. Except after he got out of the shower he had a call from work, asking him to come in and fill a shift.


  Dammit.


  He’d have to be there in five hours. That wouldn’t give him time to do everything he’d planned, and Tank’s warning drummed in his brain.


  LA died in a matter of days once Kite exploded there. And if the military was willing to blow up over a million people in Barstow, who was to say they wouldn’t blow up Atlanta if Kite got that far?


  Weighing his options, he took a wider view of the situation than just there in Atlanta. Time could be short, and, so far, there was no indication anyone in any way had discovered his trail.


  He also knew he could count on alonegirl and her paper-thin password to be there at the coffee shop. He’d never seen her miss a day.


  What to do?


  It was an acceptable risk. He called work, told them he’d be in for the shift, and set out to go rent a storage locker and get those plans in motion. He’d hit the coffee shop after doing that, then head in to work.


  He had to make preparations, though. The last thing he wanted to do was be caught unprepared.


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  


  Early Wednesday morning, Donna awoke disoriented, feeling even more sore than she had Tuesday morning in some very nice ways, and snuggled firmly between Uni and Victor.


  Holy.


  Crap.


  She couldn’t believe she’d done this. But now that she had, she realized she didn’t regret it in the least.


  If she was going to be doing this, at least she could have some fun to take the edge off her tension and fear.


  She jumped when someone pounded on the bedroom door. “Victor, Uni, get out here,” Omega boomed.


  The men leaped out of bed and grabbed their shorts, pulling them on as they flung the door open and raced through it. She grabbed her robe and followed, barefoot and shivering as she ran across the chilly tile floor to join them in the dining room.


  They were all up, Chief and Omega looking like they’d just been awakened, too.


  “What’s going on?” Uni asked.


  Lima stood there with a grin on his face. “One more in from the cold. Well, one and a half. Dr. Julie Chu and her son. They’re at the safe house.”


  “No shit?” Victor asked. “That’s fandamntastic!”


  “Waldo met up with Dr. Chu, who is now known as Mama, in Cuba. He came in first last night to make sure it was safe, and gave Mama and Junior the all-clear. Panda brought them in this morning just before dawn from Key West.”


  Uni scrubbed at his face. “That’s great. Five down, nine to go. Now maybe we can catch a lucky fucking break for a change.”


  “We already have. They’re preparing to do another test run this morning. Mama and Waldo suggested a change, and they’re implementing it. By the end of this week, they’ll be ready to start running stuff through the CDC labs.”


  “Great,” Uni said. “Just what I needed, to be split into two. We don’t have the new space up here acquired and set up yet.”


  “Papa’s sending Echo and Quack up here to help,” Lima told him. “They can take over for you and Omega with us at the coffee shop. We’ll still have Chief helping me run the operation. That will leave you two free to get the safe house up and running.”


  “So why the early wake-up?” Uni asked. “This couldn’t have waited?”


  “No.” He pointed at Victor. “You need to go fly to the other airfield and meet Panda there. She’s already in the air now.”


  “Fuck,” he muttered, running back toward the bedroom, presumably to get ready.


  “Does that mean we’re not going to the coffee shop today?” Donna asked.


  “We might be running a little late,” Lima said, “but we’re still going. We can’t afford to miss an opportunity to catch our fish.”


  “We’re going to need another vehicle,” Omega said. “You can’t have just one ride for the operation, and we’ll need to be mobile.”


  “Bubba’s already arranging it. It’ll be dropped off at the airfield here by the time Victor gets back with the helo. One of them can drive it.”


  So much for what Donna had hoped would be a repeat of the previous morning’s wake-up. Before she and Uni had made it back to the bedroom, Victor came running out, dressed and with his small gear bag in hand.


  He brushed a kiss across her lips on his way past. “Sorry, sweetie. I’ll take a rain check for this morning.”


  And off he went.


  With the bedroom door closed behind them, Uni pulled her into his arms. “How about a nice hot shower together? Will that help?”


  She nodded before resting her head against his chest, not wanting to admit her disappointment had come close to bringing her to tears. That was stupid. They had important jobs to do and fucking around wasn’t part of their mission.


  They’d have time later.


  If there was a later.


  When.


  She had to force herself to believe it would be when, not if.


  Otherwise, she might really cry.


  After their shower, where Uni spent a good chunk of the time just holding her, his face pressed against the top of her head and hers against his chest, Donna got dressed and helped Chief make breakfast while Lima, Omega, and Uni focused on getting their arrangements hammered out. Omega and Uni would first go look at the fourth safe house before relaying their final decision to Bubba.


  As she and Chief bobbed and weaved around each other in the kitchen, Donna realized that during her time with them, she hadn’t felt crowded or cramped the way she had growing up. Sometimes just having friends over for dinner or to watch something on TV at their apartment had made Donna feel edgy, twitchy. Hemmed in.


  Not once since her arrival had she felt like that with Uni and Victor, even sleeping in bed with them.


  She realized going back to sleeping alone when they left…


  Well, that was going to suck eggs.


  “You all right?” Chief softly asked her.


  “Yeah. Just not looking forward to you guys leaving.”


  “You could always come with us. Having a data analysis person on board would be handy.”


  “I can’t. I have my job and my friends. I won’t leave them.”


  “I understand. Had a similar situation myself. Sharon and Mike made the trip with us from Seattle.”


  “What happened to them?”


  “They both had family here and went to join them. Mike was a good kid, but didn’t have the heart or stomach to be doing this. And Sharon should be retired by now. She really shouldn’t be on the run. It was for the best.”


  “Are they safe?”


  “I hope so. Bubba helped them out.”


  “He sounds like a fairy godfather or something.”


  “He kind of is, from what I’ve heard.”


  “Have you ever met him?”


  “Nope. I hope I can, one day. Once we get through all this shit.”


  Donna was quiet for a moment as she scrambled eggs. “Do you think we will?”


  “Think we will what?”


  “Get through this?”


  “I have to think like that. I can’t not have hope. They’ve come a long way in their research. With Waldo and Mama in safe and sound, they can really buckle down and make some progress.”


  “Have you…had to deal with Kite? I mean, besides your ex?”


  The woman’s face grew somber. It took Chief a moment to reply. “My former boss. I thought he’d died in LA. We went to go check on his wife. He’d snuck back home. Uniform covered in blood, and his wife washed it. He was pos, and gave it to her.”


  “What happened?”


  “He drew on me, but I was faster. She begged me to po-clo her, which I had to do anyway. I couldn’t let her live.”


  Donna swallowed hard. If she ever thought she had life tough, she’d need to remember this conversation.


  “I’m sorry.”


  Chief shrugged. “It sucked, but it is what it is. Had we not shown up when we did, they would have left. They were in the process of packing their cars. We would have missed them had we been maybe ten minutes slower. They were going to meet up with their kids and grandkids. They would have passed it to them. No telling how many people would have caught it from them.”


  The woman took a deep breath and forced a grim smile that Donna saw right through. “I don’t want to think all those people—Barstow—was for nothing. I want to believe we’ll do this. That we’ll fix this. That the eggheads will find a vaccine because they’re the ones who made the damn shit to begin with. I have to believe that.”


  “What do you do after this?” Donna asked. “I’m guessing you can’t go back to Santa Clarita.”


  “I wouldn’t want to go back,” she said. “Not unless LA is up and running again, if ever. Between the riots, and the earthquake, and the military going in and burning the place to the ground in a scorched earth policy…it’s not worth going back to. Maybe not even in my lifetime. I’d rather follow my guys wherever they want to go. Preferably someplace safe and quiet with really low crime.”


  “That sounds nice.”


  “It’s all I can hold on to.”


  


  * * * *


  


  There was barely time for introductions when Victor and the others returned, driving a third SUV, just before they had to leave for the coffee shop. Donna quietly waited and listened while, at the table, Lima and Chief gave the newcomers a rundown on where they were going, what they were doing, and what the plan of attack was.


  Victor pulled Donna aside for a hug. “This actually works to our advantage. Two new guys. They can cycle in and out with me and Chief and be less suspicious that way.”


  She nodded. “What happens when we find this guy?” she asked.


  “I thought you understood that part of the plan. You go outside and—”


  “No,” she softly said. “I meant…once you have him. What happens with me?”


  His expression softened and he cupped her face in his hands. “We keep our promises, babe. One way or another, we’ll come back to you. For you.”


  “How long can I stay here after you get him?”


  “At least until Friday,” Victor said, sadly smiling. “If we don’t get him by then, hey, we’ll keep trying next week.” He pulled her in for a hug. “I need you to be strong for us,” he whispered. “I know you can do this. This is one more step toward us getting this shit fixed and us being able to be together.”


  “I know.” She tightened her grip on him. Both of the men had leanly muscled, sculpted bodies speaking to their countless hours in the field and on the run. “I’m just scared I might not see you two again. Just because you promise me doesn’t mean you’ll be able to keep it.”


  It bothered her how quickly she’d fallen for these two guys. This wasn’t her. This wasn’t Donna Epperson, queen of not screwing up her life.


  This was…rash. Impulsive.


  Irresponsible.


  Maybe my parents’ genes finally kicked in.


  She rode with Victor and Lima. Chief rode in the other vehicle with Quack and Echo to make sure they knew where they were going.


  She knew she shouldn’t be nervous about any of this. All she had to do was her usual stuff while Victor, Lima, Chief, Quack, and Echo ran surveillance. She was still hooked in with a two-way radio of her own, but she didn’t speak. Usually whoever was stationed outside at any given time in the SUVs checked in with those in the coffee shop.


  Meanwhile, Donna sat there and tried not to let her nerves eat her alive. She had the easy job.


  Watch funny videos.


  Goof off.


  Read.


  Pretend the world wasn’t violently coming to an end in some countries.


  Ignore the fact that the government was not only actively lying to people about how bad Kite was in some places, but had incinerated over a million people in the process.


  None of those were exactly happy-happy-funtime thoughts.


  It left a bitter taste in her mouth. Instead, after an hour, she split the difference between depressing the hell out of herself with bad news and nearly making herself vomit from the vapid stuff passing as entertainment by looking up the weather. If anything, the day felt like it was getting colder, grey, overcast skies, the cloud cover growing thicker instead of thinner like it usually would as the sun heated the atmosphere. The wind had kicked up, too.


  Her eyes widened as she stared at the radar screen displaying a clown-puke splatter of colors all around and to the north of the Atlanta metroplex.


  Just under that, the headline pulled Donna in to read the story.


  Oh. The cold weather would be because of the massive winter storm heading their way.


  Fuck.


  Good thing she’d brought jeans and a coat with her. Temperatures would continue to plummet throughout the day, dipping below freezing that night. If it rained—and it looked like it very well might—it could easily turn into an ice storm.


  Tomorrow would be when it really got cold, highs predicted not to get much above forty degrees, if that. Some experts thought it might even stay below freezing all day.


  Worse? There was a train of two more arctic weather systems behind it that would definitely make it as far south as Atlanta, if not farther. Parts of northern and central Florida could easily see snowfall of one to two inches in depth.


  Which some experts were predicting could herald an agricultural disaster. With wide swaths of California out of commission, that took a goodly chunk of the nation’s winter food production offline.


  Losing fall and winter crops from Florida could easily push a serious situation over the edge and turn it into a massive food shortage.


  I guess one of the first things I’m doing with that money I’m getting is going shopping and stocking up on enough supplies to hold us through the entire winter.


  Even if it meant they’d be eating canned tuna and veggies for six months, at least it’d be food.


  We’ll need fruit, too. Oranges… wait, doesn’t spinach have vitamin C? Hell, I can buy us vitamins to keep from getting scurvy.


  It was on this train of thought which her mind had ventured, thoroughly derailing her concentration, when everything went to absolute shit.


  Chapter Thirty


  


  Ax felt triumphant and more than a little jangled from his fifth energy drink of the morning by the time he hit the coffee shop. He felt like splurging a little, too. Buying himself lunch there instead of sticking only to a beverage.


  And yes, there in her usual corner, sat alonegirl.


  He felt on top of the world now, no bullshit. The storage locker was rented and paid up for six months. A large one, more than big enough for two vehicles. After he handled his business and logged off with the throwaway laptop, he planned on piggybacking through alonegirl’s connection again and looking at vehicles for sale. He wanted something big, an SUV or king-cab truck with a topper on it, something with four-wheel drive. Hopefully diesel. Something big enough to carry all their supplies that they’d need to survive.


  Another thing he wanted to shop for—good camping gear. Tents, sleeping bags, survival gear, MREs, everything they’d need to keep them alive in the wild a year or longer.


  He’d also stock up on a few things like hand-crank and solar chargers that he could use to keep his gear running.


  And guns. No, he’d never fired a gun in his life, but this was Georgia, for chrissake. It seemed like there was a gun store or pawn shop on every corner. He’d even skip getting a concealed carry license and just go through the waiting period for a handgun. Rifles and shotguns, you could just buy.


  Ammo.


  Maybe even a crossbow and arrows. He could get good with those.


  Knives, fishing gear…


  Books on how to survive in the woods.


  I need a list.


  He fought the urge to giggle. He could afford it. Alll of it. And when they had to leave Atlanta because of Kite, his brothers would be thanking him for keeping their asses alive, and apologizing to him for not believing him all those years ago.


  They wouldn’t give him a hassle about where he got his money from, because it would be what kept them from becoming Kiters.


  Maybe the government would come up with a vaccine in time. He hoped so. He hoped Tank was wrong. He didn’t want to see the country go down the shitter.


  But he wouldn’t go down with it, if he could help it.


  He fired up his throwaway laptop first. One of the other items on his agenda to accomplish that week was to pick up another cheap laptop. This one had just about outlived its useful life. He didn’t want to push his luck too far. Yes, he’d hacked it and changed the MAC address, but better safe than sorry.


  Yep, another payday. He quickly moved and deposited the money, which now brought his account up over the two-hundred-thousand mark.


  Hell, he’d never seen that much money before in one place.


  Ever.


  He delivered the promised video clips and then checked the e-mail account he was using to handle stuff.


  He had another message from the contact at CMM.


  Ka-ching! He opened it, hoping it was a request for more.


  It was, along with a short-link.


  Thank you for the clip, and yes, absolutely, we want more. Here’s a link to the web version of the story we posted using the first one.


  That was nice of them. The other networks hadn’t bothered doing that.


  Before he thought better of it, he clicked the link.


  And that’s when the shit hit the fan.


  


  * * * *


  


  Donna had her earbuds in and plugged into her laptop, as she normally did, even though Lima had disabled the one into her left ear, which was where the radio mic was positioned just behind her ear and hidden by her hair. She’d been tuning out the increasing communication between the team. Their voices still sounded soft, calm, and no one was addressing her directly.


  On her laptop, while she’d been looking at the weather information, a music video had been playing in a background tab. Then the audio hung up, catching her attention.


  When she clicked through to it, she realized the video had paused, buffering.


  Which it hadn’t been doing.


  Nothing had been slow yesterday or up until that point today.


  “Bait, don’t move,” Lima softly warned over the radio. She struggled not to turn her head to the left to look at him. They’d warned her not to make eye contact with any of them, but to also not avoid glancing around, either. If it was obvious she wasn’t looking at particular people, that could also be a tell.


  Then several browser windows suddenly popped open on her desktop and what looked like raw data streamed down the screen. Black backgrounds with text, Donna couldn’t decipher it because it was moving too fast.


  “I think something’s happening,” Donna said. “I think he’s on my computer.”


  “He is,” Lima whispered. “Everyone in position and get ready. Fish prepping to run.”


  Chief had switched out with Quack, who was on the other side of the coffee shop. He slowly stood, stretched, and took his time gathering his tablet and cup of coffee before walking toward the door.


  “Fish is white male, early thirties, shaggy brown hair, light blue surgical mask, brown short jacket, blue sweatshirt, jeans, dirty white sneakers, khaki messenger bag, two o’clock from bait.”


  Donna noticed a flash of movement out of the corner of her eye. When she turned her head, she saw a guy matching that description suddenly slam the lid down on his laptop, shove it into his bag, and jump from his seat.


  Lima was already up and moving, starting to run. “Fish on the move, go go go! He’ll be at the door in 3-2-1!”


  Donna stared at her screen. “My computer’s acting really weird, guys. What do I do?”


  “Close the lid and come on,” Lima said as he hit the door. “Let’s go. Now.”


  She did as he ordered, shoving her laptop into her bag and yanking her earbuds from her ears. She shoved the earbuds into her bag, too, and shouldered it, heading for the door.


  There was a flurry of voices and commands on the radio, then Victor broke through.


  “Babe, turn right out the door, to the corner, and get in. Fast walk.”


  Chief’s voice came over the radio. “Fish in the net, we’re a go.”


  “Don’t wait on me,” Victor said.


  She shoved the coffee shop door open, heart racing, and shivered as the cold air slapped at her. It had to have dropped at least fifteen degrees since she’d gone in and it left her wishing she’d brought gloves with her.


  Quickening her pace, she heard the SUV racing up from behind, past her, and making the corner in a squeal of tires as Victor slammed on the brakes and threw open the front passenger door for her.


  She dove in and was pulling the door shut when he hit the gas again, not even waiting for her to buckle up.


  “You all right?” he asked.


  “Yeah.” She got her seat belt fastened and pulled down her mask. “They got him?”


  “Yeah.” He glanced in the rear view mirror. “They all ended up with him, so you and I need to take a little side trip.”


  “Why?”


  “Can’t risk anyone tailing us, and I don’t have eyes on our six.”


  “Why did they leave us?”


  “Because me and Chief were about to tell Lima to call off the ops and pull you out of there when we spotted four guys who’d gone in, one at a time, and then came out again and regrouped and disappeared around the other corner not seconds before Lima called a go.”


  He whipped the wheel hard, making a left against a stale yellow light, swerving around a slow car in the left lane as he studied his rear view mirror.


  “What does that mean?”


  “It means,” Lima said over the radio and sounding grim, “that the other chummers were in our pond. Right there. What was that you said about your laptop?”


  “It was acting weird. It was like something took it over. These windows opened up, like a command prompt, and stuff started scrolling through them. It’s never done that before.”


  “Fuck. Hold on.” She heard a noise before Lima spoke again. “What’d you do to her computer? Did you infect it with a virus?”


  She could faintly hear a guy in the background, sounding distorted from it traveling through several of their mics at once.


  “No, man! I didn’t do anything! I screwed up, okay? I clicked a link without thinking and it was a trojan. I was only piggybacking through her connection, I swear!”


  Victor spoke up. “Lima, hold on.” He grabbed his sat-phone and made a call even as he drove one-handed. “Omega, fish in the net, we’re split up, though, and may have the other chummers on our tail. We need an alternate location to take the fish and the bait other than the boathouse…Roger roger.” He hung up. “Lima, Omega will text an address to your sat-phone for us to meet him and Uni at. Proceed there. Enact radio silence until then. Sat-phones only.”


  “Roger roger,” Lima said. “Going silent. Lima out.”


  “Victor going silent, out.” He turned to her. “Shut down your mic pack, babe.”


  She fished it out of her jacket pocket and turned it off. She realized he’d done the same. “Why?”


  “We don’t know who those other people were, if they were really after our fish, but it sure is coincidental. If they had the means to trace him the way we traced you and him, it stands to reason they might be able to trace two-way radios.”


  “Oh. So how do we talk to the others?”


  “Sat-phone, if we need to.” He made another turn, to the right this time, and then another left a block later. “I need you to do something for me, and this is very important, okay?”


  “Yeah?”


  “I need you to sit there but turn and watch behind us. Pay close attention to any other vehicles who stay with us. You don’t worry where I’m going. You watch for patterns. Only when we’ve gone at least five minutes without you seeing any cars who might be following us do you tell me it’s safe.”


  “How do I know?”


  “They could be in multiple cars and peeling off, staying in radio communication and trying to get ahead of us. Just watch for the patterns.” He glanced at her. “You found that money trail, so this should be easy. Look for them trying to match speed, make turns with us, anyone who turns onto the same street we are after we pass and then catching up, any of that. If you think someone’s following us, you tell me that, too. Even if you’re not sure. Okay? A suspicion is good enough for me.”


  She nodded, fear sending her pulse pounding in her temples. She turned in her seat and started watching. From the cars closest to them she worked her way back, until she spotted a small, black two-door car weaving through traffic.


  “Black Honda, two doors. Eight cars back.”


  She looked at him and saw him glance in the mirror. “Got it.” He slowed, then floored it, gunning through another stale yellow and immediately hanging a right, punching it hard and weaving around another car.


  It ran the light behind them, nearly causing a wreck. “They’re still with us.”


  “Okay. Let me shake him. Keep an eye out for anyone with him. Remember, they could be in radio contact with each other.”


  “Okay.” Terrified, she watched the car creeping up behind them as Victor weaved in and out of traffic, heading west away from downtown. The car was trying to catch up, but then Victor timed it just right to blow through a red light, and the car behind them spun out as it tried to avoid a collision.


  “They’re gone,” she said as he raced through several more intersections before hanging a hard left.


  “Watch for others.”


  She thought she spotted a red car, but wasn’t sure. She was about to say no, they were clear, when she saw it again, this time blowing through a red light behind them.


  She described it to Victor and he took off again, quickly shaking it.


  After that…she was afraid to say there weren’t any other cars. They were out of the downtown area now and heading north in a more rural region. He pulled off the road into a shopping complex and behind a grocery store, speeding behind the building to the other end before pulling out and parking.


  “Keep watching,” he warned, his head swiveling around.


  They waited ten minutes, not speaking, Donna terrified even more when she realized Victor had pulled out a gun and had it lying on the seat next to him.


  “Anything?” he asked.


  She watched. Other than people hurrying through the damp, bitter cold into the grocery store, she didn’t spot anything out of the ordinary.


  “No.”


  “You sure?”


  “Yeah.” She looked around, focusing on all the moving cars, and the people out and walking.


  Nothing.


  On the street, traffic was moving normally at the stop light where they’d turned off the road and into the parking lot.


  Then, she saw it. “Wait.”


  The black car, and then the red car, with a white one between them, all moving north the way they’d been heading before Victor turned off, away from them.


  “That’s them,” she said, pointing.


  He waited until the three cars were past the intersection and no longer visible due to buildings before pulling out and heading east on the side road.


  “Keep watch,” he warned. “They probably were just guessing now. They’ve lost us.”


  “You sure?”


  “No. That’s why you’re going to keep watching.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck!


  Hacking 101—never click a fucking link in an e-mail!


  When the trojan swept through Ax’s computer and directly into alonegirl’s computer, he realized something really bad had just happened.


  Slamming the lid shut on his laptop, he shoved it into his bag and decided it was as good a time as any to vamoose.


  He’d have to fry and dump the laptop. He couldn’t risk opening it again and it revealing anything about him. It looked like it’d hooked directly onto her laptop and not his, but he couldn’t take any risks.


  Sorry!


  As he bolted through the door, the cold slammed into him, but then he found himself spun around and shoved, hard, face-first into the wall.


  He didn’t even have time to protest as someone grabbed his bag and cuffed his hands behind him before lifting him and carrying him across the sidewalk and throwing him into an SUV.


  “Go go go!” a woman yelled as the driver peeled away from the curb.


  “Let me go!” Panic set in. “Who the hell are you? Let me go!”


  “Shut up,” another man ordered as someone pulled a pillowcase over his head.


  “Where’s our bait?” the woman asked.


  “Victor’s got her,” another man said.


  “Please, I don’t know what you want—”


  “Shut up,” the woman ordered. “We’re not going to hurt you, but those other guys would have.”


  Someone stuck one of his fingers. “Ow!”


  “Clear.”


  “Other guys?” he asked.


  “Yeah, genius,” she said. “They—”


  Another man, who’d been talking to someone on a phone or something, from the sound of it, interrupted the woman’s response to him. “What’d you do to her computer? Did you infect it with a virus?”


  “No, man! I didn’t do anything! I screwed up, okay? I clicked a link without thinking and it was a trojan. I was only piggybacking through her connection, I swear, that’s all!”


  “Hold on. Quiet.” Everyone in the SUV went silent, except for the sound of the engine racing as the driver swerved through Atlanta traffic. Then, “Roger roger. Going silent. Lima out.”


  They got him sitting up, and it felt like he was between two other people. The woman’s voice came from the front passenger seat.


  “What do you want with me?” he asked.


  “Oh, you damn well know what we want with you,” a different man said. “Same as those other guys want with you, only you’ll get to keep your fingers and your life with us.”


  “We just need you to play ball with us,” Lima, the guy who’d asked about the computer said.


  “What?” His heart sank.


  “Mary Silo. Her husband is after her, and you’re posting content being fed to you by her.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “Bullshit,” the woman said. “You know exactly what we’re talking about. Lucky for her and you both, Reverend Silo is no friend of ours, either. We want to take that fucker down.”


  “What?” He didn’t even think about being hopeful. The easy way to get info would be for them to pretend they were on the same side, earn his confidence, and then let him naturally spill his guts to them.


  Before they spilled his.


  He knew he was, at this point, worth far more alive to them than dead and hoped that advantage would hold.


  “I…I’m going to miss work. They’re going to fire me.”


  He didn’t know why, but everyone in the SUV started laughing.


  “Wow,” Lima said. “They sure do have a crazy good work ethic here in Atlanta, don’t they?”


  For some reason, that made everyone laugh even harder.


  


  * * * *


  


  Hannibal Silo answered the burner cell. It was his guy from Indianapolis.


  “Got a partial data dump, but the connection was interrupted.”


  Silo fought the urge to scream in frustration. The team in Atlanta had just called him minutes earlier to notify him that not only had they missed their target by mere seconds, but another team had stolen him right out from under their noses and then shook their pursuit.


  Even though they’d fallen off his radar, Silo had no doubts the other team had been the Drunk Monkeys.


  Those men had become the bane of his existence. Them and that damned General Arliss running them.


  It would have shocked him more had it not been them.


  “How long to figure out who he is?”


  “I’m going to work on it all night, or until I have an answer for you.”


  “Call me back as soon as you find out.”


  “Will do. Still keeping this from Jerald?”


  “Unless you want me sending some friends of mine up to visit you when they’re finished with their errand in Atlanta.”


  “No problem. Just clarifying.”


  Silo hung up on him and stared out the window. The weather had deteriorated, going straight past snow to ice. There was a total work stoppage outside, meaning the reinforced concrete wall the engineering team was still putting into place couldn’t be finished yet. They had three concentric rings, starting with barbed wire and electric fence, and then razor-wire-topped chain-link, followed by electrified solid metal fencing, also topped with razor wire. They didn’t currently have the solid metal fencing electrified. It was designed so that it could be activated in case of a threat. Otherwise, it’d take too much power to run all the time.


  The inside ring, the reinforced concrete wall, was meant to sustain a blast from a car bomb. He hoped it was never needed for that purpose, but one never knew.


  Best to be prepared.


  He thought about the girl he’d picked for this compound. The girl who was now living there with her parents, little brother, two little sisters, and her paternal grandmother. All of them guaranteed a place to live, food, medical care.


  Security.


  Jobs for the parents in clerical.


  Schooling for the children.


  And all she was going to have to do was spread her legs and be his good girl, but he couldn’t even make that happen yet. Not with Mary missing and all the media attention on him. If he even tried to suggest the girl could be his new bride it would raise questions.


  She might be brainwashed, but her parents sure as hell would notice something wrong, the timing awfully hinky.


  He closed all the blinds, turning on a lamp to keep some of the darkness at bay. He felt the meanness growing in him. He was used to putting Mary through her paces at least once a day, and then he’d been milking his own seed for the Legacy Project—another plan on hold, thanks to the cunt—and now…


  He wasn’t a man to idly masturbate, but his rage had only increased when he’d tried three different times to rub one out and couldn’t even get it up.


  The latest time that very morning while in the shower.


  Not only had Mary sidetracked his plans and made a fool out of him, but she’d also taken that from him as well.


  That fucking bitch is going to pay for this.


  Not even the thought of his beautiful, virginal bride unknowingly waiting for him could sharpen the lead in his pencil.


  Oh, Mary. I hope you’re enjoying your little joyride of freedom. Because once I have you back, I’m dry-fucking your asshole until it bleeds and then I’m going to choke the breath right out of your body as I come in your whorish hole.


  But not even that thought hardened him in the slightest.


  Not even a twitch.


  Chapter Thirty-One


  


  Donna didn’t relax for the better part of an hour, until Victor finally pulled up at a red light, looked at her, and reached over to squeeze her hand.


  “You did good, sweetheart. I’m proud of you.”


  Outside the day grew darker, the wind picking up as cold rain fell on the area. If the temperature kept dropping at this rate, it’d be sleet before long, if not a full-blown ice storm.


  “Guess we don’t have until next week, huh?” she quietly asked.


  He squeezed her hand again but didn’t answer.


  It was near six o’clock when they turned off a rural road and pulled through an open gate on a thickly wooded property. They drove down a rutted road through the trees.


  “Where are we?”


  “Omega sent me this address. It’s our new safe house here.”


  It didn’t look like much, the gloomy weather and darkening skies only adding to the purple shadows in the trees. “Here?”


  “Well, we’re not spending tonight here,” he said. “This is just acting as a holding area for now so we can question this guy, talk to him, convince him we’re the good guys, and get his help before we move back to the other safe house. We have some work to do here yet to make it move-in ready.”


  It was a large, concrete block building, one-story tall. The rutted driveway opened into a gravel parking area. Behind the building, she spotted an open, but overgrown field.


  Large enough to land a helicopter, for sure.


  There was even a loading bay in the side of this building.


  The other SUVs were parked outside.


  “What’d it used to be?”


  “I think Uni said it was a chemical plant at one time.” He caught her hand after he parked the SUV next to the others. “I mean it. You did really good today. I’m so fucking proud of you.”


  “Do we at least have tonight?”


  He smiled. “At the very least, tonight and tomorrow night. I promise.”


  She relaxed a little. “Okay.”


  They joined the others inside. In the light of a battery operated lantern she saw the guy. Donna now recognized him, since she’d gotten a good look at him. He sat zip-tied to a chair in the middle of what must have been an office at some time. The power wasn’t on, and the room was barely warmer than outside, the damp chill settling in.


  She crossed her arms over her chest and shivered. “Thanks for screwing up my life and putting my job at risk, asshole,” she said to the guy.


  “Your life?”


  “Can I slap him?” she asked Uni, who’d walked over to kiss her.


  “No, babe,” Victor said. “Let us handle this.”


  “Oh, I don’t know,” Chief said. “I heard that before I joined there were some good castration fantasies being discussed.”


  The other men laughed, except for the fish in the chair, who started struggling. “Please! I…I don’t know anything, I swear!”


  “Relax,” Lima told the guy. “We’re not going to hurt you. It’s an inside joke, long story.” He looked at Victor. “We just got here and settled in. We didn’t have any tails. You?”


  Victor held up three fingers. “Shook them, gave it another hour. We’re clear.”


  Omega stepped forward. If Donna didn’t know the enormous black man was actually a really nice guy, she’d be scared shitless if she was in the fish’s position.


  Mostly because she had been in the fish’s position before.


  “Listen,” Omega said. “We know you been piggybacking through her computer. We know you’re the one posting the videos to that blog and selling them to the networks for Mary Silo. We’re cool with all that, and if you work with us, we’ll make sure you can keep doing that, safely.”


  “What?”


  “Yeah,” Lima said. “As I told you when we grabbed you, we’re no friends of Hannibal Silo. We want to find Mary and get her in, safely, and find out everything she knows so we can use it against him.”


  He stared at them for a long moment. “Why should I believe you? Any of you?”


  Lima pointed at Donna. “You should believe her. We grabbed her on Monday thinking she was the one who’d done all of that.”


  She flipped the guy a bird. “Fucker.”


  Uni chuckled. “Calm down, babe. Some good came of it.”


  She immediately felt bad. “That’s true, but it would have been nice not to have the scare of my life in the process. Or have to lie to my friends.” She turned on the guy again and stepped forward, only to have Victor haul her back. “I had to lie to my friends because of you, asshole!” She tried to kick at the guy, but Victor pulled her out of range.


  Lima snorted. “Wow. She’s feisty. She fits right in.” He returned his attention to the guy. “What will it take to convince you we’re the good guys?”


  He still looked unconvinced. “Untying me’s a start.”


  “Yeah, see, that’s not going to happen yet,” Chief said. “Not until we know for sure we can trust you.”


  Donna blew a raspberry at the guy. “They untied me right away. Asshole.”


  Uni chuckled but drew her close to him. “Stop tormenting the subject, babe.”


  She couldn’t help it. The Drunk Monkeys had made her feel like part of the team. That they’d been put at risk by some unknown people after this same yayhoo—who’d also put her at risk—recklessly used her just pissed her right the fuck off.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ax wasn’t even sure where the fuck he was at that point. And now that he’d gotten a look at all these people—even the other woman with them—he realized trying to run wasn’t going to be an option.


  His only recourse was to try to divert them, to lie to them, stall them, and hopefully get a message to Kali to run.


  He’d wiped all the data off his laptop after getting her the new ID. He used a data shredder in his trash that not only scrambled files but made sure they were quickly overwritten so the data couldn’t be recovered.


  “I can’t tell you where Mary Silo is,” he said, “because I don’t know. Run me through a lie detector if you want, but I made sure to tell her when she first contacted me not to give me details.”


  And that was the truth.


  Someone brought in another chair and Lima sat in it. He had a tablet with him and started swiping through it, looking for something. When he found it, he turned the tablet around and Ax realized it was a video player.


  “Get comfy,” Lima said. “I think after watching this, you’ll realize we’re the good guys.”


  He hit play.


  It didn’t take Ax long to realize that not only were these guys genuinely not fans of Rev. Hannibal Silo, but what Mary had sent him only scratched the top of the toxic iceberg Silo was trying to use to crush the nation and bend it to his will.


  And it nearly made him sick.


  


  * * * *


  


  Donna turned, not wanting to see it. Hearing it was bad enough.


  Hearing it again.


  It was the same info they’d shown her. It would start with a tour through the LA Preachsearch Building, ending in the cooler with the bodies. Then it would show the bodies, the body bags unzipped and the people identified by the narrator. At times it was different men narrating. She couldn’t remember who, but they’d told her at the time who they were when they showed it to her.


  Followed by the Barstow video, and Korey.


  As the video played on, she fought the sick feeling in her gut and bowed her head, trying not to cry as she thought about all those people, dead. Guinea pigs. The innocent victims of Barstow.


  Chief’s ex’s pregnant and terrified girlfriend.


  Uni hooked his arm around Donna’s waist while Victor draped his around her shoulders and they held her.


  She slowly shook her head, remembering it all and feeling especially horrible for Uni, who’d lived it.


  He couldn’t unremember any of it, even if he tried.


  That made her even sadder, that this man she admittedly loved held a head full of horrible things that he’d never be able to shake.


  She couldn’t stand it. Despite the chill she felt hot, stifling, and ducked away from the men, bolting from the room.


  Uni and Victor followed her as she ran, blindly, down the corridor and through a double door that opened up into a large space.


  The men were there, gathering her into their arms as she cried. Uni stood in front of her, Victor behind her, their arms around her.


  They didn’t speak.


  When she finally could, she asked it, not opening her eyes. “Am I going to see you two after Friday? Forget what you promised me. Really. Tell me the truth.”


  Uni nuzzled the top of her head. “We’re going to do our damnedest, babe. We won’t be able to have contact with you once we move out, but Bubba will keep you posted.”


  “What if something happens to him?”


  “He’ll have backups in place.”


  “What if—”


  “Shh,” Victor gently said. He kissed the nape of her neck. “We love you. You can’t promise us you won’t slip in the shower and crack your head open and die of a skull fracture next week. Or choke on popcorn while watching a movie alone in the apartment on your day off. But we’re going to live with the assumption that we’re going to fix this shit, survive the process of doing it, and show up on your doorstep with a dozen roses, a ring, a gallon of lube, and a few hundred condoms.”


  That finally pulled a snotty snort of laughter out of her.


  Victor turned and made her look up at him, wiping her cheeks with his thumbs. “Babe, we meant it. We’ve got a job to do, but we’re vested in you. What happens after we’re together again, none of us can be sure. But we’re not looking at another woman until we at least have a chance to be happy with you.”


  “I’m scared you’re going to walk out of my life and I’ll never see you again and I won’t ever know what happened to you.”


  “That won’t happen,” Uni said, sounding choked up. “I swear.”


  “Don’t promise me something you can’t promise me,” she said.


  “I can promise it the same way you can promise us that you’ll probably be either at work or at the apartment when we come to find you.”


  “I wouldn’t recommend going back to that coffee shop,” Victor added.


  “Ever,” Uni punctuated.


  “That fucker,” she muttered. “He ruined my happy bubble time for good.” She sniffled. “Is it even going to be safe for me? Do they know who I am?”


  “We’ll get you a new laptop,” Uni promised. “Before we leave. Lima will retrieve your data for you.”


  “He’ll need to figure out whatever it was on there first.”


  “Do you have backups of your data?”


  “Yeah, I have a cloud account. I think at the most I’ll lose a few days of receipts for reconciling with my bank account, but that’s nothing. Tell him if he can’t get the data back, it’s okay. Don’t jeopardize the mission over that.”


  Victor cupped her face in his hands as he smiled down at her. “See? Spoken like a soldier. Part of the team. You’re one of us and you always will be, even when you’re not with us. Just like Bubba is.”


  “Maybe I can still help out,” she said. “Maybe he can send me data to go through for you guys. Got a long lunch break. I’d have plenty of time.”


  Uni chuckled, his chin resting on the top of her head. “That’s our girl,” he said. “See? This’ll be okay. We’ll miss you, too, believe me. Before you know it, we’ll be together again.”


  “I want to take her to Colima,” Victor said.


  “Where’s that?”


  “Mexico,” Uni said. “Where we met Clara and picked up Sin. Nice and warm.”


  “I don’t have a passport.”


  Both men softly laughed. “We’ll take care of that,” Victor said. “Don’t worry. Not a problem.”


  


  * * * *


  


  When the men coaxed Donna back into the office, which was admittedly a few degrees warmer than the larger warehouse/production area, the guy had been untied and looked like he’d been gut-shot.


  She could sympathize.


  If she didn’t hate his fucking guts.


  “Donna,” Lima said, “meet Ali Xavier, aka Ax.”


  She flipped the guy a bird.


  “Look, I’m sorry! I didn’t think anything would happen to you. I figured if anyone found you, they’d see that you were obviously innocent and let you go.”


  “Yeah, how’d that work for ya?”


  “Hey, you should have used a better password.”


  She started forward, fists clenched. “Fuck you, buddy!”


  Uni and Victor pulled her back. “Dude,” Victor said, “you have a really poor sense of self-preservation, doncha? I might not let her hit you, but I wouldn’t be averse to slapping you around a little myself.”


  “I don’t dare open up his computer, or hers at the safe house,” Lima said. “I need to pull them apart and yank the hard drives on them both and see what’s up.”


  “I shut my computer pretty fast,” Donna said. “Wouldn’t that have stopped it?”


  “Maybe, but we can’t risk it.”


  “So what now?” Uni asked.


  “Weather’s deteriorating pretty fast,” Omega said. “We need to get out of here and get back to base or we won’t get out of here at all. Frankly, I’d prefer not to be stuck here for a couple of days without supplies or heat or running water. This is going to turn into a massive ice storm. We were going to have the power turned on tomorrow. Think that’ll have to wait.”


  “Guess I would have been off work tomorrow anyway,” Donna said.


  “See?” Victor smiled. “There’s a bright spot.”


  There were several accidents that slowed their progress home. They still took a roundabout way to get there. Nearly two hours later, they were all safely inside the safe house and grabbing a bite to eat.


  “Do you need to contact your brothers?” Lima asked Ax.


  “No. We hardly ever see each other. They might end up stuck at work in this anyway.”


  “Then I’ll hold your phone for you and monitor it.”


  “You guys really going to find a cure for Kite?”


  “Not us personally,” Echo said, “but the scientists, yes. We’re keeping them away from Hannibal Silo so he can’t bogart a vaccine just for him and his special little friends.”


  “The government will make sure it gets widely distributed,” Quack said. “Full transparency. You heard about the data dump website, right? For researchers?”


  “Yeah, but I wasn’t sure if that was real.”


  “It is.”


  “I heard the Kite numbers are a lot worse than what’s been reported. That true?”


  “Unfortunately,” Chief said. “We don’t even know how bad it is out there. Guaranteed it’s worse than what the media’s reporting.”


  “I…” He studied them. “I have a contact. Someone in a group that escaped from the LA area and missed Barstow because they were lucky enough to get wind of it beforehand. They’re hiding out in Salt Lake City but they’re moving. They said that thousands have been killed on the road by the military and National Guard, not dozens. Kite-positive people. And I don’t have any reason to doubt their info.”


  “Who is he?” Lima asked.


  “She. I call her Tank. Her name’s Noel Tanaka. Her group is pretty good with hacking, but they think they’re an anarchist brigade. They want to out the real data the military is trying to withhold about Barstow.”


  “Let them,” Lima said. “It’d do the world a favor.”


  “We’ve put our asses on the line,” Quack said. “Literally, in some cases. Our mission objective at this time is to protect the scientists while they work on a Kite vaccine. Right now, we’re OTG. We have a contact, but our commander is pretending he doesn’t know where we are or what we’re doing. And the truth is, he doesn’t, exactly. He’s got the President in his pocket now, but even he isn’t sure who is and isn’t safe. When we tell you we don’t have a problem with you doing any of that kind of BS, of exposing shit, as long as you aren’t doing anything to jeopardize this mission and us, or our location, knock yourself out.”


  “And I’ll need copies of all the data you have from Mary Silo,” Lima said.


  “I meant it. I don’t know where she is.”


  “And I believe you,” Lima said. “But we need you to believe in us and help us talk her in. We can’t knock Silo out just yet. Not unless we’re sure he doesn’t have a failsafe.”


  “A failsafe?”


  “Revenge,” Donna flatly said. “A final fuck-you to the world because we spoiled his fun.”


  She realized she’d said “we” as if she really were one of them.


  “I know what it is. But you mean like more Kite?” Ax asked.


  Everyone nodded.


  “She hasn’t said he does. But that doesn’t mean there isn’t something like that. Is that why you don’t just go kill him?”


  Lima touched his nose. “Not until we’re sure it won’t trigger something really, really bad.”


  “You said your guy’s inside the church’s system?”


  “Pulling data down literally faster than we can go through it. It’s like trying to use a teaspoon to eat the damn moon.”


  “I can help with that.”


  “You can help by helping us get in contact with Mary Silo,” Lima said. “How’d she manage to find you, anyway? And how’d you work out the deal to sell the videos?”


  “This is more than just about the money for me,” he said. “I run the blog for a reason. I wasn’t sure how, but I knew one day, I would get back at Silo.”


  “Why?” Chief asked. “What’d he ever do to you that’s got you so hot and bothered?”


  The guy’s answer startled Donna. “He killed my parents.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Donna grudgingly found herself feeling badly for Ax once she heard his whole story. Yes, he had a valid…


  Well, ax to grind.


  They ran his particulars by Bubba, who had a full workup of his deets for them by midnight. Ax was who he claimed he was, his story—once he told all of it—checking out.


  “She offered to let me keep the money from the video clips,” Ax explained. “That was all her. She left with enough money to keep her set for life.”


  “But you don’t know where she is in St. Louis?”


  “No. I’ve been teaching her a crash course in paranoia and hiding her tracks.”


  “Sounds like you should have taken your own advice,” Chief snarked.


  “It was a stupid mistake,” he said. “I was trying to save time. I rented a storage locker and was going to start stockpiling supplies for me and my brothers so when we had to get out we’d be able to.”


  “How do we talk her in?” Lima asked. “She’ll listen to you.”


  “You don’t understand,” he said. “She doesn’t just want him taken down. She wants him dead. That shit you’ve seen that I’ve posted so far? That’s the G-rated stuff.”


  “Holy fuck,” Omega muttered. “You’re kidding?”


  “No. I wish I was. Made me sick to my stomach looking through it all. He’s trying to claim the audio portion is faked. I’ve got news for you—it’s all real. Silo’s one twisted fuck.”


  “Tell us something we don’t know,” Echo said.


  Outside, the weather had deteriorated even more. When they turned on the TV, local channels were reporting power outages in some places as ice built and took down power lines, or took down tree limbs that took down power lines.


  Omega set the house’s thermostat at a comfortable temperature for them. “Well, this place has a backup generator, so we’ll be okay even if the power goes out tonight.” He arched an eyebrow at Donna and her men. “Or some of us can rely on body heat.”


  Ax looked miserable. “I’ll take the sofa, if it’s okay with everyone.”


  “You try to run,” Lima said, “we’ll hunt you down.”


  “I won’t run.” He pointed out the back door. “Where the hell am I going to go in this? Frankly, no. Besides, you guys want Hannibal Silo gone almost as much as I do.”


  “Almost?” Donna asked.


  “Well, okay. Sorry. Bad choice of words.”


  Donna and her men snuggled under an extra blanket. She thought she’d want to ride them raw, but she realized all she wanted to do was snuggle.


  “This was a good thing, right?” she softly asked. “Finding him?”


  “Absolutely,” Uni said. “This gets us even closer.”


  “Okay. Love you.”


  “Love you, too,” he said, kissing her.


  She turned to Victor, who also kissed her. “Love you, babe.”


  “Love you.”


  Inside, her heart was breaking. She’d be strong for them, so it wasn’t harder on them. It’d be hard enough on them anyway walking away from her. She knew that in her heart. She didn’t need them distracted worrying about her, or feeling badly for her.


  If this was meant to be, it would. And she’d try to take everything as it came instead of worrying about things that hadn’t even happened yet.


  Chapter Thirty-Two


  


  Thursday morning, Kali Enyo huddled under extra blankets and quilts on her bed while a space heater struggled to keep up with the cold. Even the house’s central heat couldn’t keep up with it. The homeowners had given her their spare space heater and two more quilts to help. If it got much colder in her room, she might move into the living room, at their insistence.


  A frozen tenant couldn’t pay rent, after all.


  She was avoiding that though, if possible. She preferred her privacy. While now she could be around whomever she wanted, free to come and go as she pleased, she didn’t have to be around anyone.


  If she could make do in her apartment, on her own, alone, she would.


  The ice storm meant she wasn’t going out anywhere today, that was for sure. Which was a bummer, because she was supposed to go to her self-defense class, but a call confirmed it’d been cancelled.


  On the TV, she watched a news show.


  Kite and news about scientists closing in on a vaccine led the broadcast.


  She couldn’t help her smile.


  Good.


  If someone else got the vaccine before Hannibal could, it would take the wind out of his sails for his presidential campaign hopes.


  She was fine if someone else got one over on Hannibal before she did. It meant it would destabilize him, knock him off his game.


  Making it all that much easier when her time came to take him down. She’d be patient, too. Hell, took her forty years to finally escape the monster. A few more months here or there was fine by her.


  She sipped a mug of hot cocoa she’d nuked in the microwave. She found even a small pleasure like this such a beautiful thing, deciding what she wanted to have, when she wanted to have it.


  Freedom.


  She would take huddled on the bed in this converted apartment over the comfort of her old residence in a heartbeat. It’d never been a home. Not her home, anyway. It’d always been Hannibal’s home, decorated the way he wanted, the furniture he wanted.


  Everything he wanted.


  Well, time for him to learn what it was like to have things taken away, things that he’d counted on.


  Have his dreams taken away from him.


  However that happened to Hannibal Silo, she was fine with it.


  And she’d also enjoy this bit of freedom now, because she had no idea what would happen once she put her own plans into play. If she’d survive the encounter or be taken into custody.


  No matter what, she knew what she had to do.


  Hannibal Silo had to die, disgraced and dethroned.


  But die he must.


  Because no monster could be allowed to live.


  


  * * * *


  


  “You should go sleep.” Rajesh patted Julie Chu’s shoulder. It was early Thursday morning, chilly due to the cold front’s icy grip on the far south, but definitely not a fraction as bad as anything they’d experienced in the middle of winter in North Korea.


  She shook her head. “No. Not yet. Not until this round is done.” The teams were working around the clock now, taking shifts trying to keep the research going all the time.


  “The protein tests will be what they’ll be whether or not you’re watching them.”


  “I have so much time to make up for.”


  “How long’s it been since you slept?”


  She looked up at him. They hadn’t let her into the lab yet. Rajesh had managed to nap on the boat ride over from Cuba and grabbed a few hours of sleep while they were waiting on Julie.


  To his knowledge, Julie hadn’t slept since before leaving Cuba.


  The last thing they wanted or needed was a sleep-deprived scientist bouncing around inside a lab with active Kite samples.


  She sat in a chair just outside the lab, able to look through a window and converse with the team inside that way.


  He gently caught her elbow and helped her stand. “Come on. I’ll lay down with you.”


  “I need to get the test results.”


  “You need to sleep. They’ll wake us. It’s going to be a good hour or more before the results are ready anyway. That’s at least an hour of sleep.”


  “Where’s Liang?” she asked, panic breaking through.


  “He’s fine. He’s with Pandora in the kitchen helping with breakfast.”


  “Oh. Okay.” He guided her toward Canuck’s room where they were bunked. He was sharing a room with Sin and Q, as he was learning to think of his colleagues and friends.


  “We’re safe here, Julie,” he said. “You can sleep. Liang is safe.” He got her into the room and closed the door after them, easing her down onto the bedroll.


  “I can’t…I can’t…” She looked up at him. “I see them,” she said, tears filling her eyes.


  He nodded. “I see them, too.”


  “We would have died if we hadn’t done it.”


  “The guards would have killed us,” he confirmed. He made her lie down and he stretched out next to her, pulling her into his arms.


  “I can’t stop seeing them. I hear them.”


  “I know. Me, too.”


  The test subjects. They’d methodically chosen the sickest, the ones who were already terminal. A quick death by the newly engineered virus was actually a dark blessing for most of their first round of test subjects. Especially when the North Koreans weren’t giving out any pain killers for people with things like terminal cancer.


  Not that they’d wanted to play the Grim Reaper in the first place, but at least they’d been able to justify the early victims. Die immediately and relatively mercifully—especially those they’d euthanized in end-stage Kite with po-clo—or linger for months or years in misery.


  Rajesh wasn’t sure at first if she’d fall asleep. He’d already talked to Doc, who gave him a bolus with a sedative that would help her along if she wouldn’t or couldn’t fall asleep on her own.


  The last thing they needed was their best shot at a vaccine being sleep-deprived and near collapse.


  But she finally drifted into an uneasy sleep, her rest quickly marred by nightmares that had her whimpering against his shoulder. That’s when he let his sad sigh escape.


  He was firmly convinced if it hadn’t been for her son, Julie would have committed suicide long before now, or even have let their captors kill her.


  One of the smartest things their captors did was to make sure their pet scientists had a reason to keep working beyond protecting their own lives. When the scientists had traveled to North Korea, none of them had any clue they’d be working on killing the human race. They thought they were going on a humanitarian mission, to help with livestock research to ease hunger in the country.


  And when each of them traveled to North Korea, they’d all had one or more reasons to do what they were told.


  All of them had lost one or more of those reasons after Kite was released into the wild and into the world.


  If China hadn’t overreacted, sent South Korea and their own citizens stampeding away from North Korea’s borders, perhaps the infection could have been contained.


  If nuking North Korea didn’t work, it still boggled Rajesh’s mind that the US Government would think blowing up Barstow would do little more than blow in the face of a hurricane.


  Only in the case of Barstow, it appeared the military had stacked the odds in their favor.


  Unfortunately, to the same effect. It only eliminated the infection in that one place, and scattered people in all directions, many of them infected with Kite.


  It was a little over an hour when there was a soft knock on the door and it opened. Rajesh waved Canuck in.


  “She finally asleep?” she whispered.


  He nodded.


  Canuck smiled and gave him a thumbs-up. Which at first he misinterpreted. It took him thinking for a moment, processing Riley’s wide smile and adding a second thumb to the gesture, for him to understand what she meant.


  “Really?”


  She nodded. “Really. It’s reacting to the proteins in five different strains it hadn’t touched before.”


  It took him another moment to process that. A long moment. He finally nudged Julie, who awoke with a start, only relaxing when she realized where she was and that she was in his arms.


  Riley knelt next to the bedroll and grabbed Julie’s hand. “Good news. It’s reacting to five more strains.”


  Her eyes widened as she sat up. “Five?”


  Riley nodded.


  Julie let out a cry and threw her arms around Riley, bursting into tears as the women hugged.


  Rajesh sat up and waited, smiling, relishing this moment of celebration.


  Julie turned and met his gaze. “Five!”


  “I heard.”


  She hugged him. “Five!”


  He wrapped his arms around her and smiled at Riley over the top of Julie’s head. Riley wiped at her eyes. “This is…unbelievable. It’s not a vaccine, but it means we’re now going in the right direction.” She laid a hand on Julie’s shoulder. “We couldn’t have done this without you.”


  “You were almost there.”


  “No, we weren’t. Quit being modest. We didn’t realize how the protein chains were reacting. You saw the pattern.”


  “To be fair,” Rajesh said, “she is the one who engineered it that way.” He smiled. “She knows that virus DNA forward and backward.”


  Julie looked up at him with joy in her eyes.


  “We’re going to beat this,” she said.


  He nodded. “Yes, we are.”


  Riley stood. “Did either of you eat this morning?”


  “No,” Rajesh said.


  “Well, then you two take a couple of hours, eat, and nap. We’re starting the secondary test now.”


  “I need to get in the lab.”


  Julie started to stand, but Rajesh pulled her back and Riley put out her hands, preventing Julie from getting up.


  “No, you need to sleep,” Riley said. “Desperately. Eat, sleep, rest your brain. Papa’s got Liang’s schedule already set up. He’s learning about gardening from Pandora now, and he has a guard. You have no excuse. You’ve got at least eight hours in which to rest.”


  Rajesh smiled at Julie. “I’ll go get us some food and bring it back. And then you will sleep.”


  Already, he could see the adrenaline jolt of the wake-up and good news wearing off. She nodded. “Okay. You’re right. I won’t be of any use if I can’t even think.”


  “Exactly,” Rajesh and Canuck both said.


  He got up and followed their friend out into the hall, closing the door behind him.


  “She okay?” Canuck asked.


  He shook his head. “Worse off than most of us, I think.”


  She walked with him toward their kitchen. “Because of Liang?”


  “Yes. Hyper-vigilance. She’s exhausted. I’m surprised she hasn’t collapsed before now.”


  “This is great news though. It really is.”


  “Yeah, but if she can’t recover and get her mind fully into the research, it’s only a temporary gain. We need her back and focused on the task at hand.”


  “Papa said he won’t force her to send Liang away yet.”


  “He can’t stay with us. You told me yourself what happened in LA. Julie won’t be able to focus as long as he’s here with us.”


  “But will she be able to focus if she has no idea how he’s doing?”


  “She did before. He was safe with Q’s family.”


  “Yeah, but that was by necessity.”


  “So is this.”


  Riley crossed her arms over her chest and leaned against the wall. “We’re looking at possibly another six months, minimum, before we have a vaccine. Even if this afternoon we were able to figure it all out. Can she last six months worried about him after what we all went through?”


  “I don’t know. I think so. I’ll do whatever I can to keep her going, though.”


  She hugged him. “I’m so glad you guys are safe.”


  “I won’t deny it was close a few times. Sounds like you had your own close calls, too.”


  Her expression darkened as she patted the handgun on her hip. “I won’t go through any more close calls. I’ll always save the last bullet for myself, if I have to. But no fucking way in hell will I let anyone take away my freedom again.”


  He held out his hands, indicating the station.


  “You know what I mean, Raj. This is freedom compared to what we had before.”


  He smiled. “Waldo.”


  They headed toward the kitchen. “Should have dubbed you Shiva, asshole. That was my vote.” She smiled.


  “No offense, but glad you lost. I already feel too much like the Destroyer.”


  Chapter Thirty-Three


  


  Thursday morning, Donna awakened alone in bed to a winter wonderland outside the safe house that put the previous winter’s novelty of an ice storm to complete and utter shame. She smelled coffee and breakfast out in the living room. After pulling on her robe she made her way out there to find everyone else gathered around the dining room table and Chief working on breakfast.


  “So what’s the plan today?” she asked.


  “Nothing,” Omega said. “Everything’s iced in. There’s swaths of the Atlanta metroplex still without power. We’re sitting tight and staying warm.”


  “What about Lisa and Ginny? They’re out there.”


  “And they’re going to stay out there,” Uni said. “Not to sound cold—no pun intended—but we can’t risk our lives or yours trying to get to them.”


  “You guys have a helicopter. Can’t we get them?”


  “We can’t go get them right now,” Victor said. “I can’t fly the Gen 2 in this. It’s too icy, and that little airfield doesn’t have the equipment to de-ice it and get me off the ground even if it could. We have to wait. Not to mention, we couldn’t drive to the airfield anyway.”


  “Why can’t we drive?”


  “Nope,” Omega said. “Sorry. Those SUVs are all-wheel-drive, but they can’t drive on ice.”


  “What if the apartment loses power?”


  “You said they have extra food and water at the apartment, right?” Uni asked.


  “Well, yeah.”


  He took her hand in his. “Instead of panicking, how about you call them and check on them?”


  “You guys are the Drunk Monkeys and you can’t drive on ice?”


  Victor shook his head. “Not without the right equipment. Atlanta is a parking lot, babe. No one is driving. The roads are clogged. Even if we could get out there and drive off-road, we’ll still get stuck. They’re pulling people out of cars and abandoning them. Hopefully, it’ll warm up enough by tomorrow afternoon to melt it so we can get out there.”


  Frustrated, Donna called Ginny.


  She answered on the first ring. “Hey, girl. Enjoying your vacation?”


  “Where are you?”


  Ginny snorted. “Are you kidding? Lisa and I are in our PJs on the couch under a quilt and watching reruns.”


  Relief filled her. “You guys didn’t go to work today?”


  “Hell, no. We both got told to stay home. You see the news? Not even the busses are running right now. They said this was worse than last year. It’s like five degrees out there and slick as shit.”


  “You guys are all right, though?”


  “Yep. We have food and already filled the water jugs, just in case, but we have power and water. We’re good.”


  Donna sank onto the couch. “I was worried maybe you guys got stuck at work yesterday.”


  “No. Not even. Unlike some people, we were watching the news and ready for this. We both got out early and Lisa came and picked me up.” She giggled. “Although this week, I can’t blame you for not watching the news. You having fun?”


  “Yeah. I am.” She glanced up at Victor and Uni. “You have no idea how much.”


  “He seemed like a nice guy. Too bad his friend’s gay.”


  Donna blushed even though her friend couldn’t see her. “Yeah, really.”


  “Well, you get back to having fun. Love you.”


  In the background, she heard Lisa call out, “Love you!”


  “Love you both, too,” Donna said. “Please tell Lisa I said that.”


  “She says she loves you back,” Ginny said. “Have fun. See you, what, Monday night?”


  “Probably.”


  “Okay. Say hi to your hunk for us. Bye!”


  Donna ended the call and stared up at her men. “They’re okay. They’re at home. They said hi.”


  “Good,” Victor said, holding a hand out to her. “Then after we eat breakfast, why don’t we go cuddle and generate some body heat? Nothing else we can do, and nowhere else we can go right now.”


  She felt silly for worrying. She should have known her friends would be okay. “What about going through the data?”


  Uni and Victor turned to Lima for a ruling.


  He scratched at his chin. “I think you three could have some after-breakfast fun before getting to work. Never let it be said I got in the way of love.” He offered them a smile.


  She blushed. “Thank you.”


  Lima’s expression softened. “Hey, this will be okay. All of us will get your guys back to you when this is over. Trust us. We’re professionals.”


  “Thanks. I’ll hold you to it.”


  


  * * * *


  


  After breakfast, the men led Donna to the bedroom and pulled her into bed with them.


  Forcing herself not to think this might be one of the last times she was with them, she threw herself completely into it.


  She straddled Victor, kissing him.


  His hands drifted down to her ass and he patted it. “Let me change places, baby.”


  “What?”


  Working together, the men quickly shifted, Victor turning around under her and pulling her pussy down onto his mouth, making her moan.


  “There we go,” Uni said, kneeling behind her as he gave her a gentle shove between her shoulder blades.


  She needed no further encouragement. She swallowed Victor’s cock, his happy moan of pleasure vibrating through her clit, pulling a moan from her in reply.


  “Oh, yeah,” Uni said. He swiped the head of his cock between her legs and quickly sank his shaft inside her pussy.


  They seemed to have that effect on her, able to have her ready for fucking in seconds.


  Something else she’d never had happen to her before. So many firsts with these two men, so many good things.


  Yes, for some pretty damned depressing reasons, but no relationship was perfect.


  She wouldn’t hold it against them.


  Victor clamped his hands around her hips, fingers digging in and holding her firmly in place. Not that she wanted to go anywhere. She was perfectly happy being in the middle of their sandwich and trying to suck a load out of Victor and fucking one out of Uni.


  Uni slowly fucked her as Victor’s tongue flicked her clit. “Come on, baby,” Uni said, the strain evident in his voice. “Quit being stubborn and give us one. You know we’re going to make you come one way or another.”


  Torn between wanting to give her full attention to what she was doing to Victor, and giving her full attention to what Victor and Uni were doing to her, she ended up succumbing to their divide-and-conquer tactics. Between Uni’s cock and Victor’s mouth, she was soon launched into orbit, going deep onto Victor’s cock to muffle her long, loud moan of pleasure.


  “That’s our girl,” Uni said, picking up the pace and starting to fuck her hard and deep.


  Victor chose that moment to suck on her clit, making her come again. Meanwhile, he’d braced his feet on the bed, legs bent, and started fucking his hips up to meet her mouth.


  Donna held on for the ride, no longer in control. That seemed to happen a lot when she was with them, in bed or out of it.


  Happy to turn herself over to them, she closed her eyes and kept her lips and tongue around Victor’s cock while he did his damnedest to try to get number three out of her.


  That happened when Uni’s cock found that magic angle again and managed to perfectly nail her in the sweet spot. Her moans as she climaxed on Victor’s mouth triggered his climax. He flexed his hips again and his juices flowed hot and thick over her tongue.


  Behind her, Uni grabbed her waist and took a couple of last hard thrusts, burying his cock deep inside her pussy and filling her there.


  Catching her breath, she refused to relinquish Victor’s cock. Uni leaned forward, his lips tracing her spine. “Baby, you have no idea what you do to us, do you?”


  “I think about the same thing you two do to me,” she said after finally lifting her head from Victor’s softening cock.


  They ended up snuggled together on the bed. Uni reached over to the bedside table where Scooter sat and picked him up. “So what’s this little guy’s story? He looks old.”


  “He is.” She took the stuffed dog from him. “He’s the one thing I never had to give up. I had to give up my bed, my clothes, my toys. I was always having to give stuff up, pare down, never able to keep what I wanted to keep, except him.”


  “What’s his name?” Victor asked.


  “Scooter.” The men shared a grin. “What?” she asked.


  Victor laughed. “Someone just got their code name.”


  


  * * * *


  


  “Good news,” Lima told them when Donna, Uni, and Victor finally emerged from the bedroom around noon. “Mama’s already getting results. They’re running another series of tests, but it looks like we’ll be kicking the CDC portion of festivities into high gear.”


  “Excellent,” Uni said. “When do we get started?”


  “They’re putting together a convoy down south,” Omega said. “Going to bring up several truckloads of supplies and equipment for the satellite safe house. Mama wants access to the CDC facilities as soon as possible now that they’ve got a breakthrough. They’ll be up here Sunday morning.”


  “Does that mean you’ll be here in Atlanta for a while?” Donna asked, trying not to let hope shine through.


  Victor smiled. “Yes. Might not be able to get together as much as we’d like—”


  “But at least we’ll be under the same stars,” she said, trying not to cry.


  He pulled her in for a hug. “We’re always under the same moon, babe, even if the stars look different. Always.”


  


  * * * *


  


  After dinner, once the men and Donna retreated to their bedroom, she called Lisa.


  “Still on the couch,” Lisa said when she answered. “Still watching TV. Love you.”


  “Hi!” Ginny called in the background. “Love you.”


  Donna giggled. “Love you guys, too.” It was an old routine of theirs, but she loved it, and them. “Staying warm?”


  “Not as warm as I’m sure you’re staying with your hunk. The weather’s supposed to get crappy again this weekend. If you’re lucky, work will get called off Monday and you can have an extra day with hunky boy.”


  Donna felt her face heat. “Maybe.” She’d have to call work tomorrow and tell them when she was coming back.


  And hopefully not embellish too much.


  And make sure her parents never met anyone she worked with.


  “You go have fun,” Lisa said. “Power’s never even gone out. Some idiot tried to drive out of here earlier today and wiped out three cars and blocked the entrance. Car’s still there. Might not be able to move it until tomorrow when the ice on the street thaws. Wherever you are, stay there and stay warm and safe.”


  “Thanks. Love you guys.”


  “Love you, too.”


  Donna ended the call and reached across Victor to set the phone on the bedside table.


  “They all right?” Uni asked as Donna snuggled against him.


  “Yeah.”


  “You want to call your parents?”


  “Not really, no.” She’d had a brief call with her mom the evening before while in the car, although Donna’s attention had been more on making sure they weren’t being followed than on what her mom said.


  But if she called her mom, it was bound to lead to more see, I told you so kinds of comments about the winter, leaving Atlanta, and all of that.


  Frankly, she didn’t have the energy to deal with that right now.


  “If anyone is prepared for this kind of stuff, it’s probably my uncle,” she said. “My family might not be very good with getting ahead, but they have a tenacious stick-to-itness about basic survival, at least.”


  “That’s good, right?” Victor asked.


  “Yeah, maybe it is,” she said.


  Chapter Thirty-Four


  


  Silo had just returned to his private quarters late Thursday afternoon when the burner cell phone rang. His “consultant” from Indianapolis.


  “Give me good news,” Silo said when he answered.


  “I have a name.”


  He took a deep breath and let it out again. “Please tell me you have more than that.”


  “I’m working on the rest. Shouldn’t take me long. Still sorting through data, and she doesn’t have any property registered in her name. I have a cell phone number but I’m still working on hacking into the carrier’s system to get her info.”


  “Just give me what you have now and update me when you have more.”


  Silo wrote the information down, unable to contain his grin. This was good. This was a step in the right direction. As soon as he got off the phone with the guy, he immediately called the team on the ground in Atlanta.


  “See what you can find out with this,” Hannibal said after reading it to the guy heading up the mercenary team.


  “We’ll do our best, but everything’s ground-stopped right now.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “You seen the news? It’s a fucking ice storm. Ain’t nothing moving in and around Atlanta. We’ll do what we can, but we’re stuck right now, too. Can’t drive in this shit.”


  Silo groaned in frustration. “I want action on this as soon as you can.”


  “Well, we need to find her, first. A name is great, but an address would be better. Did you try calling her?”


  “Oh, sure. I can see that call going well. ‘Listen, you’re helping my wife hide and slander me. Can we chat?’ No. Find her, and bring her to me. Alive. I don’t care who has to suffer in the process, either.”


  “It was just a suggestion.”


  “Keep suggesting.” Silo hung up on him.


  Maybe not the wisest move, but he didn’t care. He wasn’t paying the man for a comedy act, he was paying him for results. When he got off the phone with him, he thought for a moment and placed another call.


  It was time he started thinking about his other strongholds.


  Like the one outside of Houston.


  He’d strategically placed all of the strongholds not just for their locale.


  In the case of Houston, it was to help bolster the secret Kite drug lab they had there, the proximity of the shipyards allowing them to easily sneak supplies in.


  It was also because Hannibal had a secret cabal that even Jerald wasn’t privy to, a consortium of three different oil company CEOs who wanted nothing more than to get their hands on a Kite vaccine first to keep their black gold flowing throughout the US.


  Men who would pay handsomely to keep their businesses running.


  Silo had also helped them launder billions of dollars in personal income via the church’s overseas accounts.


  Jerald didn’t know about that part because Hannibal had used a contact in Africa with whom he worked directly, giving him a generous kick-back in return for doing it and keeping it silent from Jerald.


  Unfortunately, those same three men had suspiciously kept their distance from Hannibal ever since Mary’s disappearance. The way the money laundering had been set up couldn’t be traced directly back to them or him, so it wasn’t like he could use it to blackmail them with, unfortunately.


  It was time to apply a cattle prod to their asses and bring them back into the fold.


  The Houston facility didn’t have the virus, just the drug. It was where they’d done a lot of their Kite drug manufacturing before shipping it out to other parts of the country. Before now, he’d never authorized distribution from the Houston location. He hadn’t wanted to draw attention to the lab, afraid it might create problems. It was supposed to be their vaccine factory, once they had a vaccine.


  If the Drunk Monkeys were too busy tracking down a red herring maybe he could get Mary under his thumb again and finally start putting some of his plans into play by taking the heat off of himself personally.


  He called Jerald. “I have an idea.”


  “What?”


  “I want to ramp up production in the Houston facility.”


  “What? Why?”


  “Because we need a diversion. What better way to draw the Drunk Monkeys than to create a problem for them to solve?”


  “Sir, I—”


  “I want to increase our Kite production. Most of it not spiked, but maybe some of it spiked. Let them figure it out.”


  “I really don’t think that’s a good idea.”


  “Why not? It’ll get the Drunk Monkeys out of Atlanta.”


  “Why do you think they’re in Atlanta?”


  Silo silently cursed himself. He’d have to be more careful. “I tried contacting some people at the CDC, who aren’t there any longer. A little bird told me there is something going on.”


  “A little bird?”


  “If the Drunk Monkeys are ramping up to get their scientists to Atlanta, which it looks like they are, what better way to split their resources than to distract them? You know Arliss will send his pet team after the source of the drug.”


  “Excuse me, but I’m not following why that’s a good thing. You do realize Arliss has at least nine other SOTIF teams, any or all of whom he can send to Houston, right?”


  Silo didn’t like it when Jerald questioned him. He liked it even less when Jerald poked holes in his logic. “We have a lot of investors—donors from Houston. Wealthy people who want to see results. People who have a guaranteed place in the Houston stronghold. We need to show them results. That we’re weeding out the dregs of society. They don’t want competition on the backside of the apocalypse.”


  That was close enough to the truth. At least close enough for Jerald to know.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jerald rubbed at his forehead. “You aren’t making the slightest bit of sense, Hannibal. You want to increase Kite production in Houston to attract the attention of General Arliss and his SOTIF teams, to…what? That’s not going to impress our donors there. That’s going to piss them off that attention’s getting paid to what’s going on. They’re not people who like their business being poked into.”


  He was beginning to think Hannibal had gone around the bend and finally lost it.


  “We start with just the drug. Get a lot of people hooked to it. That’ll also bring us some income.”


  “Kite is a loss-leader, and you know it.”


  “Let me finish. We boost the problem in the area and drive our rich cattle into the stronghold. We mention an apocalypse is really expensive, and if they want their safety maintained, it might get costly. They’ll bend over backward to keep themselves safe.”


  Jerald tried to untangle all of that. “So you want to create a perceived threat in order to make our donors pay up and ensure their loyalty?”


  “Exactly!”


  “How does attracting General Arliss’ attention play into that?”


  “Because if there’s Kite the virus in the area, it’ll scare our donors into donating more to ensure their places in the stronghold.”


  “That’s a risky game, Hannibal. We have no guarantees the military won’t just destroy Houston.”


  “They can’t. Tank farms and oil refineries.”


  “How about we increase production of the drug but without the virus? Some fear, some deaths, but not an uncontrollable spread of the virus? We can always cut off production and that will kill a ton of people from the withdrawals.”


  It sounded like Hannibal wanted to argue with him, but finally, he acquiesced. “Okay, fine. How long?”


  “I’ll give the order today. It’ll take a few weeks for them to start getting batches out to the street.”


  “Good. Thank you.” Hannibal hung up without so much as a good-bye.


  Jerald studied his phone. The Houston lab wasn’t inside the stronghold. Staffed by four technicians beholden to the church for some past transgressions that could put them in jail for life if they were exposed, they’d put it in place more to help quickly produce vaccine doses once one was formulated, but it had provided a handy drug lab as well.


  Feeling ill at ease, Jerald called the head of the Houston lab.


  “This is unexpected,” the man said.


  “I need your help.” After explaining what was going on, Jerald knew he had the guy on his side…and a sizable deposit into the man’s account would guarantee that loyalty, as well as get him additional information if Silo tried to override his instructions.


  “I’ll keep you posted,” he told Jerald.


  “Thanks.”


  Jerald ended the call and leaned back in his chair, rubbing at his eyes. Something was going on. He knew Hannibal was plotting something. The fact that he’d slipped and revealed something about Atlanta proved it. This crazy nonsense about wanting to produce more of Kite the drug was further proof.


  Hannibal didn’t know Jerald knew all about the Houston money laundering. Jerald had monitored Hannibal’s computer and tracked down the scheme, which was a pretty smart scheme, but a risky venture in some ways. Still, Jerald had let it continue more to allow Hannibal to feel he was getting one over on him.


  He would humor the man—to a certain extent.


  Now he just had to figure out what exactly this new plan was and stop Hannibal before he went too damn far and got them both thrown in jail.


  Or worse.


  


  * * * *


  


  On a secure laptop provided by Lima, Ax went online to see if he could make contact with Mary or Tank. He didn’t hold out much hope to hear from Mary today, due to the ice storm. He’d drilled it into her head not to contact him from home to help protect her location.


  And if Tank was on the move, he expected it might not be very likely he’d hear from her, either.


  But he was pleasantly surprised to find her online at the bulletin board when he logged on. He was able to draw her into an IM conversation.


  Ax: Have you moved yet?


  Tank: No. We were going to, but the weather deteriorated. You ok? I saw the weather in Atlanta sux.


  Ax: I’m safe with friends. You make it to this area let me know.


  Tank: Thinking about trying to get to Canada. K hates cold. Spreads slow.


  He wished he could tell her the latest update, but he didn’t want to risk the mission or her safety.


  Or Mary.


  Kali.


  Ax: Sounds like a plan.


  Tank: You should get out of Atlanta when the weather clears. Large cities aren’t safe to be near. K spreads fast.


  Ax: I plan on leaving eventually.


  Which was the truth, because he was going to stay with the Drunk Monkeys for as long as they’d let him. They were the world’s best shot.


  Frankly, he knew he—or Donna—would probably be dead by now had the other team grabbed either of them first. He had no doubts they were hired by Hannibal Silo to find him, ultimately.


  Tank: Good.


  Ax: Stay safe.


  Tank: You, too. Catch ya later!


  At least she was still alive. Maybe once things were a little less crazy he could figure out a way to meet her.


  If they survived.


  


  * * * *


  


  Thursday evening, Silo was just getting ready to leave his residence and head down to the dining hall to put in an appearance with the huddled masses for dinner when he felt a buzzing in his pocket and dug out the burner cell.


  He answered. “Yes?”


  “Target’s residence acquired, but target doesn’t appear to be home. The roommates are there.”


  “Then ask them questions until they tell you where she is.”


  “How far do you want to take this?”


  “All the way. Extreme prejudice. I want to know where that woman is, and I want her found.”


  “Roger.”


  Silo hung up and shoved the phone back into his pocket. No, he hadn’t told Jerald any of his plans.


  Every relationship needed a few secrets, right?


  It didn’t help that he was beginning to suspect if Jerald found Mary first that it might be bad for Hannibal.


  Very bad.


  As in Hannibal might find himself on the wrong end of an accident kind of bad.


  The sooner he could get his hands on his wife and prove she was alive—before she died, of course—the easier it would be to get Jerald out of the way.


  The problem was, he didn’t know exactly who in his organization now was loyal to him or to Jerald. No telling what back-end plans the man might have put into place.


  No telling what stories Jerald might have been spreading about him behind his back. All the pretending to not be well.


  Maybe Jerald was selling that bit just a bit too well.


  Well, all the more reason to go downstairs and eat with everyone. Let them see the kindly grandfather still on top of his game and not some addled idiot.


  But not too bushy-tailed. That wouldn’t gel with what Jerald was trying to sell to the cops. The ordeal with Mary had taken a toll on his health. Sympathy.


  He couldn’t look like he was devil-may-care now.


  Hannibal had just finished eating dinner and was on his way back to his residence when the phone rang again.


  He glanced around before answering. “Yes?”


  “We have another address.”


  “Good. Find her and bring her to me. Next time I talk to you better be face-to-face in my St. Louis living room.” He hung up, a smile filling his face.


  Chapter Thirty-Five


  


  By Friday morning, Atlanta was slowly defrosting. The city busses were running and main roads had been salted and cleared.


  When Donna saw the morning news, she tried calling Lisa, then Ginny. Neither of them answered their cells, the calls going to voice mail.


  “What’s wrong?” Victor asked.


  “They should be answering.”


  “Maybe they’re at work.”


  She tried their work numbers, but no one was answering at their desks, the calls going to voice mail.


  Donna looked at the men, who then turned to Lima for a ruling.


  Lima pointed to Omega. “He outranks me.”


  Omega nodded. “Go on. You need help?”


  Uni and Victor exchanged a glance. “Probably just on their way to work and not answering their phones.”


  Donna latched onto that, and held on to that all the way to their apartment complex.


  Until she saw Lisa’s car was still in parked in the lot, one of the few still there.


  The men kept her from getting out. “Wait,” Uni said, looking around where he sat behind the wheel.


  “Why?”


  The men exchanged a glance. “Try calling them again,” Victor said. “Maybe they caught a ride in with someone.”


  With a growing sense of dread that maybe the men suspected something bad, Donna pulled out her phone and tried Lisa and Ginny again.


  The calls went to voice mail.


  “This is ridiculous. I’m going up.”


  She started to reach for the door but Uni reached over the seat and caught her arm. “No. Give Victor your key.”


  “How do I explain that?”


  Another of those glances between the men. “Just tell me what you think is going on!”


  They turned to her. “Just in case,” Uni said. “Give him your key.”


  She finally handed it over. It didn’t comfort her to realize Uni had drawn his gun and had it lying in his lap, his hand on it.


  Victor didn’t move to get out. “Let’s circle around once.”


  Frustration set in, of not knowing. “This is stupid, let’s just—”


  “Donna,” Victor said. “You trusted me in the car Wednesday. Trust me now. Look for the patterns.”


  She met his gaze, studying it, trying to put off what was steadily growing as a horrible inevitability in her mind.


  “Okay,” she whispered.


  Uni backed out and drove through the complex. Donna grew even more worried the way both men seemed to be on high alert, heads swiveling back and forth. When Uni finally parked, behind a different building, Donna wondered if she really wanted to go upstairs.


  Hopefully they weren’t there. Hopefully they were just on the way to work.


  A numb sort of stillness had set in within her, frightening her.


  A certainty.


  Something no bubble of happy could shove out of the way.


  The pattern didn’t look good.


  “Together,” Victor said. “I don’t see anyone, but if someone’s up there, we can’t leave her out here alone.”


  “We can wait for backup,” Uni said.


  “I don’t think that’s going to matter.”


  Directed by Donna, they approached from the back, after taking the long way around another apartment building. Their apartment wouldn’t look out on this direction. Their breath frosted in the air, hanging there, drifting. When they reached the back stairwell, Victor went first, gun drawn as he slowly made his way up the stairs and down the hallway.


  Uni made her stay behind him at the first landing, where she could barely see down the hall. She heard Victor reach the door and knock, calling for Lisa and Ginny.


  Every pulse beat in her throat slowed, throbbed, nearly painful.


  Her lungs screamed for air when she realized she was holding her breath.


  He knocked again.


  Then she watched him unlock the door and open it, step just inside, and wave Uni down.


  “Stay,” he said to her before he took the second flight two at a time and bolted down the hall, gun drawn.


  They were inside a couple of minutes when she couldn’t take it any longer. Donna ran up the stairs and headed down the hall toward the apartment, but Uni came out the door and intercepted her, grabbing her around the waist and lifting her up off her feet as if she weighed nothing.


  She didn’t miss the grim look on his face.


  “You’re not going in there,” he said as he carried her back toward the stairs.


  “Why? What’s wrong?” She saw Victor emerge from the apartment, an equally grim look on his face and a cell phone pressed to his ear. When his gaze swept over hers, then darted away, she knew.


  “Let me go, Uni.” She struggled against him, wanting to see for herself, not wanting to believe.


  Not daring to hope she was horribly, terribly wrong.


  “No,” he quietly said, carrying her down the stairs and pulling her down to the first landing, where he pressed her against the wall, hemming her in with his body.


  “I want to see them!”


  “No,” he said again, making her look him in the eye.


  “They’re my friends! I—”


  “No, you don’t.” He stared down into her eyes. “Babe, I’m so sorry, but no, you don’t. You...you can’t.”


  “They’re my friends!” She tried to kick out at him, to get him to let her go, but even though she landed a pretty solid knee in the vicinity of his nuts he pressed her more firmly against the wall, pinning her in place.


  “No, sweetheart,” he whispered. “Stop. Please. You cannot see them. Not like that.”


  “They’re my friends!” she tearfully whispered.


  “And I love you, and that’s why I can’t let you go up there. Will not.”


  The tears rolled hot and heavy down her cheeks. “What’d they do to them?”


  “They...they’re gone, sweetheart. I’m sorry. There’s nothing we can do for them. It probably happened last night, probably not too long after you talked to them.”


  Victor had pulled the door closed and walked down to join them on the landing. “We need to move. Bubba’s going to send the SOTIF team from the CDC over for containment.”


  “Containment?” She could barely get the word out.


  “To...clean up and take care of this.”


  “I’m the only family they have,” she said. “I need to take care of them.”


  Uni gently grabbed her chin and made her look at him. “We’ll have them cremated and returned to us. I promise.”


  “Just like you promised they’d be safe?”


  She regretted the words as soon as they were out of her mouth. Uni recoiled like she’d slapped him.


  “We don’t know how they found them,” Victor said. “We’ll have to figure that out.”


  “Oh, my god! My parents.” She managed to dig her cell out of her pocket but Victor took it from her.


  “You can’t call them from your phone.”


  “Then give me a phone!”


  “We need to move. Now.”


  “Not until I talk to them!”


  Uni handed her a burner. With trembling fingers, Donna punched in her mom’s number.


  Hysteria threatened to set in as it rang, until her mom answered. “Mom?”


  “Donna? This is a surprise. What’s that number you called from?”


  “Mom? Are you okay?”


  “Yes, honey, we’re fine. Why?”


  “Where are you?”


  “We’re up at Uncle Davis’ cabin. We came up here before the ice storm. Why? Are you okay?”


  Her knees buckled with relief as Uni caught her, easing her down to the floor where he and Victor both knelt with her.


  “Mom, stay there. Do not leave there. It’s…it’s not safe to leave there.”


  “Well, that’s what I’ve been trying to tell you! The city’s not safe, and now with the ice storm knocking so much out—”


  “Mom! Shut up and listen to me! There are bad people looking for me. They…” She choked up. “Someone faked using my computer and did something and now bad people are trying to find me. They…they hurt Lisa and Ginny.” She squeezed her eyes closed, trying to force herself not to scream.


  “Oh…honey, oh my god! Are you all right?”


  “I’m okay. I’m with friends who are…they’re safe friends. They can protect me. But whatever you do, do not come back to the city until I tell you it’s safe. Don’t let anyone else come back to your house, either. Okay? Please, promise me.”


  “We won’t,” she said. “But what about the police? Will they get them?”


  “It’s…it’s an undercover thing.” Lying was getting easier.


  She hated that. “The bad guys made it look like it was my computer they were using while I was at the coffee shop during my lunch breaks. I’m already helping with the investigation, but you cannot say anything. If anyone comes around looking for me, and they are strangers, pretend you don’t know me.”


  “But…what if it’s the cops?”


  She finally forced her eyes open and found herself staring into Victor’s gaze. “If they’re legit, they’ll know the password. It’s Scooter. My stuffed animal dog. They’ll know that. If they don’t know that…”


  Victor mimed shooting a gun.


  She shuddered. “Seriously, if they don’t know that, defend yourselves.”


  “Can’t you come join us? Your dad and cousin went out hunting for deer this morning. There’s deer all over, and I know I keep saying it’s a cabin, but it’s very comfortable and large. It’s like a lodge, there’s three bedrooms, and it’s warm, and—”


  “No. It’s too dangerous. I…I have to stay with my friends. They can protect me. They’ll send someone to help protect you, too.”


  “But how do we know to let them get close to the cabin?”


  Victor motioned for the phone.


  “Hold on. One of them will talk to you.”


  He took it. “Ma’am?…No, I can’t tell you my name. You can call me Victor. Can you text me your exact GPS location to this phone number?…He can? Okay, perfect. Is there anywhere to land a helicopter close by?…Fantastic. Me and a few friends will be there in a few hours with a helicopter. Anyone else shows up and they’re not with me? Shoot to kill.”


  Donna met Uni’s gaze again while Victor still talked to mom. “I want him dead,” she whispered. “I want that fucker dead.”


  “We will, babe. He will die.”


  Victor handed her the phone back. “She wants to talk to you.”


  She took the phone. “Yeah?”


  “Sweetheart, I love you. And so does your dad.”


  More tears. “I know, Mom. I love you and Dad, too. I’m sorry I can’t come be with you.”


  Her mom sounded like she was crying, too. “I’m sorry we wouldn’t let you bring them. If we’d let you all come… I’m so sorry. It’s our fault.”


  That wasn’t technically correct. They might not have gone anyway and all been there at the apartment. “It’s not your fault, Mom. My friends will take care of this and make the bad guys pay. Make sure to text me the GPS coordinates right now to this phone. Have Uncle Davis do it.”


  “Okay.”


  She wasn’t sure how, but the next thing she realized, she was in the SUV, Victor in the back seat with her and holding her as she sobbed while Uni drove.


  He occasionally would say something to Uni, and it wasn’t until she lifted her head and looked that she realized Victor’s gaze was behind them, and Uni had taken a totally different direction away from the apartment complex.


  She didn’t know how long it was before they returned to the safe house, but Chief and the others met them at the door when they walked in, Chief swooping in to hug her. “I’m so sorry, sweetie.”


  Donna noticed Ax standing behind the group, his hands in his pockets.


  Ripping herself free and screaming, she launched herself at him. “It’s your fault! This is all your fault! They’re dead because of you! I’m going to kill you, you fucker!”


  Fighting, struggling, she wasn’t sure which of her men tackled her, knocking her to the floor, their arms around her, the other finally grabbing her legs. Working together, the harder she struggled the tighter they held her, managing to get her up and down the hall and into the bedroom.


  They basically held her down on the bed as she sobbed, screamed, fighting them until she had no voice and no energy and nothing but raw, blistering pain left in her throat and in her heart and in her soul.


  Uni and Victor wrapped their arms around her, holding her.


  “You’re not leaving us, baby,” Uni whispered. “You’re going to stay with us.”


  She couldn’t even process what he was saying. Her friends were dead and it was because of her.


  Closing her eyes, she prayed for death to take her, too.


  Unfortunately, all she did was pass out.


  Chapter Thirty-Six


  


  When Donna next opened her eyes, the light in the room looked dim, and she lay in bed with only one man. He had his arms wrapped tightly around her from behind, and they were cocooned inside a blanket and a quilt.


  He nuzzled the back of her head. “I’m awake,” he said.


  Uni.


  She tried to speak and not only couldn’t she get any sound out, it felt like her raw throat had been lined with jagged shards of glass.


  Slowly rolling toward Uni, she met his gaze, the sorrow in his eyes nearly gutting her. “Victor,” she mouthed.


  “They flew out. Victor, Chief, Omega, Quack, and Echo. Lima is here with us. Your parents are fine. They already made contact with them and checked to make sure the property was secure. Your uncle swears he didn’t leave any info at their house that anyone can use to track them to the cabin. He’s apparently very paranoid and didn’t want anyone else knowing about it.”


  She nodded. “Their house?”


  “Another team is handling that. Our guys are on their way back. They took some extra weapons and ammo to your uncle. They offered to leave someone there with them, but he indicated that they could handle themselves. They have about ten people there, most of them with guns.”


  Donna nodded. Something else she’d been glad to escape. She’d hated guns and refused to partake of the lessons her cousins had been subjected to when she was growing up.


  Now, she wished she had.


  “Does your throat hurt?” he asked.


  Tearing up, she nodded.


  He pressed a long, tender kiss to her forehead. “Let me go make you something to help.” He cupped her face in his hands. “Baby, I am so, so sorry.”


  She nodded. No, this wasn’t their fault.


  It was Ax’s.


  Well, indirectly.


  Directly, she was convinced it was Hannibal Silo’s fault.


  “If I leave you here, promise me you won’t go out there and try to kill Ax.”


  After a moment, she nodded.


  To be honest, she wasn’t sure she could even walk. She felt gutted, drained, and before she could stop the tsunami of tears over wondering if Lisa and Ginny had been literally gutted, they exploded from her again.


  He held her, cuddling her, enveloping her in his love and comfort.


  “I wish I could fix this for you,” he said, sounding as horrible as she felt. “I wish like hell I could.”


  She nodded.


  She knew.


  After she managed to pull herself together enough he could leave her for a few minutes, she blew her nose from the box of tissues someone had left on the bedside table for her. When he returned, he had a cup of hot tea and a bowl of chicken soup.


  “It’s out of a can,” he apologized about the soup, “but it’s warm and salty and will help. The hot tea’s been laced with a generous shot of bourbon.”


  She sipped it, wincing as the warm booze-infused mint went down her throat. “What time is it?” she managed to whisper.


  Uni sat on the bed with her, closely watching her. “It’s nearly five.”


  “How long asleep?” She was going for an economy of words.


  Hurt less that way.


  “Hours.”


  She looked up into his dark blue eyes, midnight blue, the pain and anger there simmering right below the surface. Had she wished too hard? She wasn’t a superstitious person by nature, but maybe she’d quietly, silently begged the Universe one too many times not to lose these men.


  “With us,” he said. “We meant it. You’re staying with us and coming with us. Bubba will make sure the bills get paid on the apartment and keep it up. He’ll handle everything.”


  “Funeral?”


  “We can’t risk it. I’m sorry. We can do something privately, just us. Besides, it’ll…be hard to explain.”


  She teared up again, the bowl of soup she was struggling to finish blurring in front of her. Of course he was right. If they had a funeral, how to explain it, anyway? No cops? Who committed the crime? Maybe she’d even be blamed for it, and how to explain it except for them to blame her for…whatever had happened.


  “What…did they do to them?”


  His mouth set in a grim line. “Please don’t make me tell you that.”


  In her heart, a door swung shut and locked. If this man, who had seen—and could remember—everything, who’d been through horrors untold…


  If he couldn’t speak of it, didn’t want to speak of it, then maybe she was better off, in this case, forcibly pulling the happy bubble around herself and keeping it there.


  She nodded.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jerald stared at his phone. It was a little after five o’clock local time on Friday, and he’d just gotten off the phone with one of his contacts, one he’d kept back from Silo.


  For a situation like this.


  The man was simply being bribed for information, not milked for it.


  It meant when he heard something of interest, he passed it along to Jerald.


  What Jerald had just heard turned his stomach.


  He called his consultant in Indianapolis. “What’d you tell Silo?”


  “What?”


  “Cut the crap. Atlanta. I know you told Silo something. What happened? What information did you give him?”


  “I—”


  “Whatever Hannibal’s paying you, I’ll pay you more, you know how this works. Tell me.”


  He did.


  This could only mean Hannibal had called in the expertise of one team.


  And he called them.


  “Yeah?”


  “What does Hannibal have you doing?”


  The man’s hesitation told Jerald loads.


  “I know you’re in Atlanta,” Jerald said. “After Donna Epperson, whoever the hell she is. Tell me.”


  When the guy reluctantly revealed the facts, Jerald felt sick. No, he understood the need to trim wood, but Hannibal had ordered the brutal torture and murder of two women who didn’t know what was going on.


  “Fucking hell…”


  “Fuck, man. You know how he is.”


  “We had a fucking deal. You were to run all field operations through me first. What the hell?”


  “Twenty million is a lot of money. We can’t turn our noses up at that.”


  “Where are you now?”


  “Waiting at the woman’s parents’ house. They’re not here.”


  “I suggest you get out. Now.”


  “Fuck that. He sends someone after us—”


  “He won’t.”


  “Look, I don’t know what kind of ballet is going on between you two, but you need to get your stories straight. We’re going to finish this job, then, honestly? We’re done. We’re not going to do any more jobs for you two until one of you backs off. I can’t keep track of who I’m supposed to double-cross next.”


  Jerald rubbed at his temple. “Abort the operation.”


  “No.”


  “If you don’t abort the operation, you’re going to die.”


  “If we abort without results, Silo will order another team after us.”


  “No, he won’t, because he won’t be able to. You’ve got a bull’s-eye painted on you.”


  “What?”


  “You have no idea the shit-storm you’ve created, do you? You would have been better off going and kicking a damn hornet’s nest. There’s a—”


  “Sorry. Gotta go.”


  “—SOTIF team after you.”


  But his warning met with dead air.


  Jerald stared at the burner phone. Fuck it. If a SOTIF team was involved in taking care of the Atlanta team, it meant they wouldn’t be his problem much longer anyway. He immediately shut off the cell phone and pulled the battery from it. He’d have to destroy it and toss it.


  But first, he needed to take care of a few things before he met friends for dinner.


  Chapter Thirty-Seven


  


  Hannibal had gone farther off the reservation than Jerald ever dreamed he would, but that no longer mattered. Hannibal’s actions in having the woman’s roommates needlessly tortured and killed couldn’t come back on him, only on Hannibal.


  When the Atlanta team disappeared without a trace—which they no doubt would once the SOTIF team finished with them—that could only be traced to Hannibal.


  It also sealed the preacher’s fate. It had been a silent chess match between the two of them up until this point. Now, Jerald knew, the stakes were far more deadly. This wasn’t a game, it was a slow, cunning duel to the death.


  He had to hope Hannibal didn’t realize how much Jerald knew, or how far he was prepared to take it.


  What Jerald had to do now was start cleaning house in preparation to take Hannibal down himself, laying a concrete framework of blame pointing everything directly back to Hannibal. Or, at the very least, pointing away from him and in any other direction.


  Step one meant getting rid of Dr. Able Isley. He’d been responsible for infecting the volunteers of their Preachsearch Project in LA with Kite. Him and two other desperate doctors, whom Jerald had already made sure were dead.


  Jerald knew Isley lived alone and didn’t have any security cameras. Hell, the man didn’t have a security system.


  Hannibal didn’t pay the psychiatrist enough for that, and Isley’s practice barely paid its own bills.


  That all worked to Jerald’s advantage.


  No one would be looking for the man before Monday morning. He didn’t keep Friday office hours. After several days dead, it would be impossible for the coroner to fix an exact time of death, only a ballpark.


  A ballpark during which Jerald planned to be in the middle of a bunch of witnesses.


  Friday evening, Jerald used the back stairs to leave his office. He borrowed one of the church fleet’s pick-up trucks, used for some of their different charities and maintenance. Before he left, he pulled around the back of the building into what he knew was a small blind spot the security cameras didn’t cover, and slapped a different license plate onto the truck, held in place with double-sided adhesive over the real plate.


  It was a legal plate, registered to a fictitious business that didn’t exist anywhere but on paper.


  He drove past Isley’s house once to make sure the man was alone before returning and pulling into the driveway behind the man’s car. Tonight, Jerald wore jeans, a black T-shirt, and a black jacket. Over his face, the medical mask and black ball cap hid his features.


  In one pocket of the jacket lay a hypo filled with po-clo.


  In the other, a dose of Ketamine that would knock the man out, and a pair of nitrile gloves.


  Isley glanced around when he opened the door at Jerald’s knock. “What are you doing here? I wasn’t expecting you until Monday.”


  “The boss thought it was better I come by tonight instead. Especially in light of everything going on.” He stepped inside, walking straight past Isley and to the bar in the living room. “I don’t have to tell you how upset he is right now.”


  “I can imagine.” Isley closed the front door and locked it. “I still don’t think she left by herself. There’s no way, with the dosages she was on, that she could have pulled this off on her own.”


  Jerald poured himself a drink. He’d been over there countless times before and wasn’t worried about his fingerprints on any of the bottles. “That’s just it. I think he’s wondering if you had something to do with it. Maybe your conscience is getting the better of you.” He held up a glass to the now anxious-looking man, who nodded.


  Jerald turned his back, poured the man a stiff shot of bourbon, and spiked it with the Ketamine.


  “But I didn’t! I swear, Jerald, you have to help me convince him. You know I would never do that, right? I don’t want to go to jail, and Silo could send me there!”


  Jerald knew from the man’s history with Silo that Isley had a habit of frequently self-medicating with the drug.


  Turning, he handed Isley the glass. “Oh, I believe you,” Jerald said. “I’m sure you had nothing to do with this. If you had, I have no doubts you would have taken the money and run.” He watched as Isley gulped his drink. “You’re still here, and I’m extremely thorough. I checked your accounts. Nothing different or unexpected.” He lifted his glass and pretended to take a sip.


  Isley vigorously nodded. “I have too much to lose. After all these years, why would I betray him now?”


  “See? That’s what I told him. I’m on your side. God, look at you, you’re shaking. Sit down.” He helped the man to the couch and took the glass from him when he drained it.


  “I just…I… I feel weird.” He looked up at Jerald, trying to focus on him. “What…what?”


  Jerald smiled down at him. “Just relax, Able. Close your eyes for a minute. You’re under a lot of stress. You need a nap.”


  “Nap…”


  The man fell over on his side, unconscious.


  Jerald quickly set his glass down and pulled the nitrile gloves from his pocket, yanking them on. Then he removed the hypo from his other pocket and found a vein in Isley’s left arm. He drew back the plunger, verifying he had a vein, then took the man’s right hand and put it on the syringe and slowly pushed it halfway down.


  After a minute, he checked.


  No pulse, no breathing.


  Nodding, Jerald stood. He hadn’t touched the syringe with his bare hand at all.


  He picked up Able Isley’s feet and positioned them on the couch, and a pillow under the man’s head. That tableau complete, he wiped his fingerprints from the glass he’d handed to the psychiatrist and wrapped Isley’s hand around it, leaving only the man’s fingerprints. He set the glass back on the coffee table and then grabbed his and took it to the kitchen. There, he washed it, dried it, and took it back to Isley to get his fingerprints on it before setting it on the bar with the others.


  Okay.


  Next step—the laptop.


  They’d given Isley the laptop for Christmas. A “present” from Hannibal.


  It really was an easily accessible trojan for Jerald to continue monitoring the man and his activities. He pulled up the word processor and typed out a quick suicide note, admitting that he had committed some sins, detailing a few of the most recent ones, and acknowledging his guilt over helping others with Mary Silo’s disappearance but not quite explaining why or how. Enough to get cops very interested in the man as a suspect and throw a red herring into the investigation that would, hopefully, take heat off of Hannibal.


  He printed it, carried it over to the couch, and made sure impressions of fingers from both of Isley’s hands were on the paper before leaving it on the coffee table, the empty glass weighing it down. That done, he positioned Isley’s right hand by his left elbow as if it fell from the syringe at his moment of death.


  He quickly erased the trojanware off Isley’s laptop and then looked around the living room. Everything appeared right. There might be some cops who’d question the timing and circumstances, but considering the state of the world and their anxiety to keep Kite out of New Mexico, chances were one druggie shrink who’d apparently decided to commit suicide out of guilt wouldn’t become their top priority.


  Checking Isley’s bedroom, sure enough, he found Ketamine in the man’s private stash under his bed. Jerald made sure to leave the plastic tub pulled out enough that it was visible, and left the lid ajar, so any detectives would readily see it and put two and two together.


  Hopefully.


  One more walk through and he decided it was enough. It had to be. Nearly fifteen minutes had passed since he’d entered, and he wanted to leave.


  He headed to the truck and quickly returned to the office building, removing the fake plate before parking the truck.


  Returning via a back entrance—for which he’d left the security alarm shut off before he left—he let himself in and returned to his office via the back stairs. There, he got on his computer and reset the security settings, scrubbing the logs and hiding all evidence of his meddling.


  It was good to be the secret king.


  When he emerged from his office and headed downstairs, the receptionist gave him a smile. “Leaving for the night, sir?”


  “Yes, I’m supposed to meet up with some friends for dinner. I meant to be out of here twenty minutes ago.” He swiped his official ID to let himself out and could barely conceal his smile. In his laptop case, which he carried, he had the license plate. For now, he’d return it to its hiding place on the back side of his refrigerator at home.


  Once Isley was reported MIA and his body discovered, Jerald would wait to see if anyone reported seeing the truck at Isley’s house and had gotten the tag number. If so, he’d dispose of the plate. No use getting rid of it yet if he didn’t need to.


  It might come in handy again one day.


  He knew Silo hadn’t recorded their conversation that day in the car about Isley. He’d checked the man’s phone via a backdoor app he’d installed when he’d given it to him.


  Hannibal thought he was slick, but Jerald was about ten steps ahead of him in terms of tech.


  Jerald pulled up at the restaurant just in time to meet his friends, who were walking toward the front entrance. After cheerful greetings, they entered together.


  Jerald made sure to pull out his cell phone, which he’d left at the office during his run to Isley’s, and quickly replied to an e-mail.


  Everyone who knew him knew he didn’t go anywhere without his cell phone, and it would be pinged by the cellular service as having stayed stationary all afternoon.


  As he settled into a large corner booth with his friends and ordered himself a beer, he let the smile play across his face.


  Done.


  One loose end tied up.


  He hadn’t been lying to Hannibal that day after the botched interview. He did need to protect Hannibal’s neck to protect his own.


  But what Hannibal didn’t know was that Jerald had no intention of going down with the ship.


  He damn sure wouldn’t let Hannibal Silo suck him down in the undertow of the church’s drowning, either. It was patently obvious Hannibal, even had all their plans gone perfectly, was in no way going to be able to win a presidential election.


  All Jerald had to do now was keep the man alive long enough to figure out the best exit strategy and set things in motion. The Church of the Rising Sunset could exist without Hannibal Silo.


  Hannibal Silo, however, couldn’t exist without the church.


  Jerald already had a few ideas, affiliate ministers he could tap to step into the figurehead role once Hannibal was gone.


  It would mean a very dangerous game of chess with Hannibal, Jerald trying to convince him that he was still leading Team Silo.


  He also needed Hannibal alive, at least until Mary was dead. If she was alive, she could step into the leadership role. Hannibal had set things up like that for appearances’ sake. Ever playing the doting, loving husband.


  His predictable, narcissistic weakness.


  If both of them were dead, however, the game changed, naming a board of directors to continue the church’s work.


  With Jerald at the helm as CEO.


  Salvation, Inc.


  He could still grab the Kite vaccine once it was available, either through the government or through their church researchers. Once he’d done that, he could start spreading it through their charities while buttressing the new figurehead of the church.


  That man—or woman—would be a paid employee with no knowledge of the history of dirty tricks. In fact, Jerald had already eliminated several of the lower level employees and volunteers from both the Los Angeles and New York Kite projects. They’d been dispersed throughout the country to the different strongholds and met with…well, tragic ends over the past few weeks.


  Only the research team, who’d had no contact with those other staffers and volunteers once the projects were scuttled, was left alive and busy in the St. Louis stronghold and under heavy guard.


  Excuse me, “protection.”


  He wouldn’t repeat the security flaws of the Los Angeles operation. He would scale things down, keep them lean and trim and easily able to respond to necessary changes.


  It also meant fewer witnesses. And it meant Hannibal thought it was business as usual with them.


  No, Hannibal had no idea the plans Jerald had set in motion over the years. Had Mary simply waited to bolt, Jerald could have easily cited health issues and disappeared before anyone had time to miss him.


  Since that wasn’t an option any longer, Jerald would make good use of the wealth of resources available to him.


  Adapt, improvise, overcome.


  Hannibal might think he knew Jerald, but the truth was, Jerald knew his boss a hell of a lot better than his boss knew him. Including the fact that his boss used secret operatives he thought Jerald had no knowledge of.


  Secret operatives who had immediately reported Hannibal’s machinations to him over the years.


  And Hannibal would wish to hell he’d never gone into the ministry by the time Jerald finished with him.


  Chapter Thirty-Eight


  


  While it was warm enough for Victor to fly Sunday morning, he hated like hell that he had to leave Donna alone with Uni. Not that he doubted his partner’s ability to protect and comfort her, but that she had to suffer through this and he couldn’t be there for her because he had to go do his job.


  Friday night and Saturday had been rough. She’d spent the time in bed, crying in their arms, barely talking. They had to force her to eat and drink.


  Omega had made a couple of calls and ventured out, coming back with a prescription of pills to help calm her and ease her through it. Victor was afraid that, without the chemical assist, her sanity might fracture. She’d never had to deal with grief like this in her life. On top of everything else—and the fact that she could no longer go back to her life—maybe it was better they gave her a couple of days to recover.


  Meanwhile, even though Uni could be spared today, Victor was the unit’s only helo pilot and he had a job to do.


  He picked up the convoy of four trucks and an SUV about twenty minutes south of Peachtree City. He and Quack, who’d come up as a spotter with him, didn’t see any tails. One of the trucks was a refrigerated unit filled with equipment and samples for the lab, while the others carried both equipment and supplies they’d need to start outfitting the satellite safe house.


  “We’re safe,” Quack radioed back to Omega. “Go for rendezvous.”


  “Roger roger.”


  Victor flew on ahead to scope out the meeting place about five miles from the new satellite safe house. After circling the abandoned shopping complex for several minutes in ever-increasing spirals, they didn’t see anyone there, either, who looked like they didn’t belong.


  “All clear,” Victor said, picking up the convoy again. Their six was still free of anyone following them.


  He kept track of the convoy, giving Omega the signal to pull out of the parking lot just ahead of them.


  “Convoy, you’re clear to follow lead vehicle.”


  “Fly ahead and check the site,” Omega said.


  “Roger roger.” They did, radioing back the all-clear.


  Ten minutes later, the convoy was safely parked at the site, the gate securely locked behind them while Victor set the helo down in the field.


  Quack removed his headset. “One of these days, I guess I should learn how to fly.”


  Victor smiled. “Trying to take away my job security?”


  “No one could replace you, dude.”


  They got out and made their way over to the side of the building where a flurry of activity had commenced. The first truck was backed up to the loading bay, and Omega had the large door open already.


  A concrete walkway ran parallel with and next to the loading bay. Victor and Quack stood there. “How you want to handle this?” Victor asked Omega.


  “You two stay back. You don’t have bunny suits. Just keep your eyes open. Don’t think we’ll get unexpected company but you never know.”


  “Roger roger.” The loading bay area remained shaded most of the day due to the tree line behind the building and its orientation to the north. He stepped back to lean against the metal railing and caught himself as his foot slipped on a small patch of ice.


  “Watch your step,” he warned. “It’s still slick.”


  “I’ll need to get some salt,” Omega said.


  Mama, Sin, Doc, and Delta were suited up and unloading the first truck. Victor had been talking with Clara, who had driven one of the trucks, when Victor caught sight of Mama slipping as she stepped out of the truck and right onto a small icy patch on the concrete.


  In her hands, what looked like a sample case, securely wrapped with heavy plastic bags and duct tape.


  Without thinking, as she started to go down, Victor dove in and grabbed the case, rolling onto his back to cushion the impact as he hit the ground. He wasn’t quite good enough, one corner of the case still managing to hit the concrete. The sound of glass breaking jolted through his brain a split second before pain sliced into his left hand.


  “Ow! Son of a bitch!” A small cut, about an inch and a half long, lay from between his thumb and index fingers across toward the center of his palm.


  He’d started to instinctively raise his hand to his mouth to suck at it when Mama grabbed his wrist in a death grip, her eyes wide behind her protective face helmet.


  “No!” she screamed.


  The impact of what he’d just about done hit him.


  And what had happened.


  “Fuck.” He lay there, removing his right hand from the case, which still rested mostly on his chest. He stared at it as Doc put down the case he’d been carrying and hurried over to grab it.


  “Are you—fuck.” Doc stared at him through his face mask.


  “What do we do?” Omega asked.


  “Everyone stay back,” Doc warned. “If you’re not suited, don’t come close.” He carried the case into the temporary lab area before he returned, not approaching. “I need to decon my suit. Clara, suit up and take care of him.”


  Mama still had a grip on his wrist. Blood trickled down his left palm, and she turned his hand so it would hit the ground instead of running into the sleeve of his jacket.


  “You’re going to need stitches,” Clara said as she looked at it from a distance.


  Victor stared at the blood. “Time?”


  Omega looked at his watch. “0817.”


  “Why do you need the time?” Mama asked.


  “Stick tests,” Sin said. “Right?”


  “Right.”


  Mama finally met Victor’s gaze. “It does not matter.”


  He wasn’t sure why her words were hopeful but her tone sounded anything but. “Why doesn’t it matter?”


  “Because the samples in that case will not trigger a blue positive stick test. They are mutated strains.”


  His heart sank. “Well, fuck.”


  


  * * * *


  


  While the unloading proceeded, Clara got suited up and took Victor off to the side. She got everything she’d need pulled from her kit before touching him so she didn’t contaminate everything else.


  “This is bad, isn’t it?” he asked her, his breath misting in front of him in the icy air. “Don’t bullshit me. You’ve been with us long enough.”


  She glanced up from where she was pouring a bottle of sterile water over his palm to wash off the blood. “I don’t know,” she said. “Keep your hopes up.”


  She sprayed his hand and the wound with disinfectant, then laid a piece of gauze over the wound before she sprayed the ground under him where the water and blood had drained. The disinfectant, with a name Victor couldn’t remember, killed even the most pernicious strains of the virus. Then she sprayed down the spot on the concrete where his blood had dripped after he’d fallen.


  “It’s cold, right?” he asked, trying to keep his pulse rate slow. “Cold kills this shit.”


  “It’s cold,” she agreed.


  He wanted to touch her, to make her look at him again, but he didn’t. “Clara,” he said, his voice low. “Tell me the truth.”


  She finally met his gaze again. “I don’t know,” she repeated. “But you have to do a full twelve hours of quarantine, at the very least. You can’t go back to the safe house yet. The stick tests won’t work on it even if you do get it. If you’re not showing symptoms by—”


  “But if it’s a mutated strain—”


  “Stop. We don’t even know if you’ve caught anything. Just stop thinking like that.” She checked his wound and prepared a suture kit.


  “Promise me that if—”


  “I refuse to po-clo any of you unless you end up in violent end-stage,” she flatly said without meeting his gaze. “I won’t let anyone do that, and as long as I’m alive and able to stop them, I’ll put a bullet in the leg of anyone who tries it.”


  He managed a harsh laugh. “Kneecap ’em, huh?”


  “Fuckin’ A.”


  “Castrations, kneecappings. What happened to first do no harm?”


  “Do no harm, but take no shit,” she muttered. “Now shut up and let me stitch you up, dumbass. Doc caught it without going blue and he survived. Some of the blue strains we have samples for aren’t deadly to the average healthy adult. So nobody is getting po-cloed unless they’re raging and about to kill someone and I don’t have another way of subduing them until they get through the other side of it to see if their minds are still intact. They’d have to be a safety hazard to personnel before I’d even consider putting any of this group down.”


  But he didn’t miss the way her gaze flicked up to his briefly before returning to her task at hand. Well, his hand.


  “And Korey was practically fucking neon blue and didn’t rage,” she softly added.


  “Korey’s mind was wiped from Kite the drug, too. Plus she was weak with hunger and dehydration. She shouldn’t have survived as long as she did.”


  “But she did,” Clara said, beginning to suture. He ignored the sting of the needle. He’d felt a lot worse. “And some of the samples that were in that case are cultured derivatives from her original blood samples.”


  Twenty minutes later, his hand was stitched up and Omega had scrounged a clean set of scrubs for Victor to wear after he got a decon shower. Clara bagged all of Victor’s clothes to run through a wash cycle in one of the three new machines the facility now had, which Omega needed to get hooked up.


  Omega plugged in a space heater for Victor, who sat in a chair in the far corner of the lab area. Once Clara took his vitals, including his temp, and did a stick test just for procedure, she left him sitting there to get back to work unloading and rearranging. They hadn’t finished building out the lab unit, the area consisting of heavy plastic sheeting on all sides and above the area stapled to a wood-frame shell.


  Doc, who’d rebagged the case and sprayed down his suit, stood a safe distance away from Victor. “You stupid asshole,” he lightly said. “Only you would go throwing yourself at a case full of Kite samples.”


  Victor smiled and shot him a bird. “You’re welcome.”


  Doc’s smile faded. “You want me to call them for you?”


  “No, I’ll do it if someone’ll get me a phone.”


  “You know, they’re not expecting you back until later today. We can let you wait it out and see what happens. No use stressing her out any more than necessary if you’re the luckiest son of a bitch on the planet. She’s already been through enough.”


  Victor thought about it.


  Really thought about it.


  “I don’t know,” he said. “Let me think about it. Not telling Pandora didn’t work so well for you.”


  Doc smirked. “True.”


  Victor shivered in the chilly air while the others continued working. They wanted to keep the lab area cold to help contain the virus. The harsh winter weather was doing a great job of that, but the thin scrubs Victor wore, along with his damp hair, wasn’t helping him any. He couldn’t tell if the chills he felt were due to him being cold or due to something going on inside him at a cellular level.


  Omega found him a couple of thermal survival blankets and brought them over, tossing them to Victor from a safe distance.


  “Thanks.” He unfolded the thin material and wrapped it around him, instantly feeling a little better.


  That gave him hope.


  Omega studied him. “It’s been nearly an hour. You okay?”


  “Yeah. Just freezing my nuts off. It’s what, thirty-five in here?”


  “Forty-four. It’ll get better once the door’s down.”


  “Maybe keep it open longer. That shit don’t like cold,” he said, trying for a confident tone he didn’t feel.


  “No, it don’t.” He pulled a burner out of his pocket and held it up. “You want to call them?”


  Victor nodded.


  Omega tossed it so it landed in Victor’s lap. Then he left Victor alone and returned to supervise the unloading.


  As the weight of the situation settled on him, Victor realized how truly badly he’d fucked up. Not only had he put himself and the team at risk, but they were down a helo pilot, and the helo was there.


  He’d fucked up safety and logistics in one stupid fell swoop.


  Yay, me.


  He knew if he was in Uni’s shoes, he’d get pissed off if his partner didn’t call him. But then again, factoring Donna into the mix, Victor wasn’t sure if scaring her was the right call, either. She was still in emotional shock over the deaths of her friends, terrified for her parents’ safety.


  Except the Donna of today was a vastly different Donna of a week ago when they’d first met her. She no longer tried to keep her head in a bubble of happy, in denial about what was going on. The blindfold had been ripped off and now Donna was all-in.


  He made the call.


  Uni answered his sat-phone. “Hello?”


  Victor took a deep breath. “It’s me.”


  “Hey. How’s it going?”


  “How’s Donna doing.”


  From the change in Uni’s tone, Victor knew his partner suspected something. “I got her to lie down and take a nap. I’m in the living room with Ax. What’s up?”


  “Get private.”


  “Hold on.” After a moment, Uni spoke. “What happened?”


  “I’m exposed.”


  “You’re… Oh, fuck. How?” Victor told him. “Dude. Wow. When you do something, you do it right. Fuck. How do you feel?”


  “Freezing my ass off in this place, but maybe that’s not a bad thing if this shit doesn’t like the cold.”


  “Shit, shit, shit.” Uni groaned. “Fuck, Quent. What am I supposed to say to her?”


  “I…don’t know. Nothing yet, if you can. I’m not symptomatic. I might very well be coming back tonight feeling like the stupidest asshole in the world, but healthy as fuck.”


  “Or you might not.”


  Victor didn’t need to reply to that.


  “Shit, man,” Uni whispered. “You can’t do this to me. I need you. She needs you. You’re my brother. We promised her.”


  “Believe me, I don’t plan on dying yet.”


  Chapter Thirty-Nine


  


  Omega brought Victor several bottles of water and a couple of MREs. “Sorry the accommodations aren’t the best. I wasn’t expecting anyone to need quarantine this quickly. We’d planned on putting anyone in an isolation unit at the CDC.”


  “Hey, how are you going to get Mama and Sin over there?”


  “By land, I guess. I’ve got Chief and Lima picking up another SUV since our pilot is apparently a dumbass.” He grinned. “Woulda been a great catch in football, but dumb as shit in Kite.”


  “I can fly,” he said. “Put me in a bunny suit.”


  “Not worth the risk,” Omega told him. “And FYI, Papa said to tell you you’re a dumbass and you’re lucky he likes you.”


  Victor groaned. Of course they would have immediately reported to Papa and the others what happened.


  Clara walked over. “Okay, you,” she said to Omega. “Scram. Let me do my job.”


  When he left them alone, she started taking Victor’s vitals. “How you feeling?”


  “Dumb as shit.”


  “Besides that.”


  He shivered. “Cold, but it’s cold as fuck in here and I’m in my bare feet.”


  “Sorry. I’ll spray down your boots for you so you can put them back on.” She took his temperature in his ear, looked at it, and checked again before writing it down.


  “What?”


  “Nothing. You’re sitting in front of a space heater with two thermal blankets wrapped around you.”


  “And freezing my ass off. What was it? Am I running a fever?”


  “Just one degree. Don’t panic. If I took everyone’s temp in here who’s moving shit around and unloading, they’d all probably be up at least a degree or two from normal, too.”


  She also drew a couple of vials of blood from him. “Just in case,” she said.


  He didn’t interrupt as he watched her take the samples over to a long folding table functioning as one of their temporary lab counters and she started prepping one of them to look at under a microscope.


  It was more what she didn’t say, and what her body language revealed as he watched her, that told him what he needed to know. When she started prepping a protein test sample, he said it.


  “I’ve got it, don’t I?”


  “Don’t know yet,” she insisted. “Nothing conclusive.”


  “Don’t lie to me, Clara.”


  She turned to stare at him. “What do you want me to say?”


  “The truth.”


  “There are some antibody markers in your blood. But that can be from the trial vaccine we all got after Seattle. I don’t have your previous samples here to compare them with.”


  “Run that test then.” He nodded toward it. “That’ll tell you, right?”


  “Maybe.”


  He didn’t speak again while she prepped the test and ran it. Five minutes later, as she studied the results, he knew from the sudden tension in her posture.


  “Get Omega,” he quietly said.


  She did.


  “You need to move me to the CDC before I deteriorate,” Victor told him once Omega had returned.


  “If,” Omega insisted.


  “You said it yourself, you’re not capable of handling it here. Take me in.” He had a thought. “Seriously, put me in a bunny suit. We can fly there in twenty minutes from here. I can take Sin and Mama and whoever else with me. Get me set up there. It’s secure, right?”


  “What about the chopper?” Omega asked. “We can’t just leave it sitting on their helipad.”


  “Call their chief of security. Bubba said he’s in Arliss’ food chain, right? You and I both know that means SOTIF. Every SOTIF team has a helo jockey.”


  The large man blew out a breath. “This is fucked up, man.”


  “Give me a better option.”


  “I can’t. That’s why this is so fucked up.” Omega pulled his sat-phone out of his pocket and walked away to make calls.


  Less than thirty minutes later, Victor was geared up and strapped in. He still felt okay to fly, even though he was shivering more now. It was him, Doc, Mama, Sin, and Zed who flew with him, leaving Clara behind to continue setting up the lab.


  Victor opted to wait to call Uni to update him after he was safely inside the CDC. Then Donna wouldn’t be able to get to him and put herself at risk trying to see him.


  “Everyone buckled in?” he called over his shoulder.


  “Yeah,” Doc said.


  No one would fly co-pilot with Victor this time. Everyone sat as far back as they could in the cabin, everyone in full protective gear. Because of the headset, Victor couldn’t wear a full hood. They’d covered the pilot and co-pilot seats with plastic bags duct-taped around them. They would remove the pilot headset when Victor got out, and whoever flew the bird out of there would use the co-pilot headset and a bunny suit sans hood. Before it took off, Doc would thoroughly wipe down the entire interior with disinfectant. Between that and the cold air, and the virus’ short external life, Mama was confident it would be enough.


  It was the best they could do, under the circumstances.


  Victor focused on flying and wasn’t even paying attention to the fully suited personnel standing on the roof and waiting for them when he landed the bird on the indicated helipad. It was only after he unplugged the headset, got out, and turned that he got a good look at the guy in the bunnysuit who’d stepped forward to greet them.


  The man grinned behind his protective hood. “Son of a bitch. I can’t leave you alone for five damn years without you getting your ass in trouble, can I, Quent?”


  “Jim?”


  “Major Jim Maddox to you, grunt.” He smacked Victor on the shoulder.


  “That’s Specialist Maddox to you, sir,” he shot back, unable to contain his grin and fighting the urge to hug the man.


  Figures. First time he’d seen his damn brother in five years and it was under these circumstances.


  Doc handed Victor a hood to put on. Once Victor had removed his headset and donned the hood, he turned back to his brother.


  “What the hell are you doing in Atlanta?” Victor asked him.


  “My unit was put in charge of security here. Specifically, I’m now head of security at this facility until the emergency is over. SOTIF13. You can call me Archie.”


  Victor grinned. “SOTIF1, asshole. And that’s Victor to you.”


  “Sonofabitch,” Jim said, still smiling. “You made the cut before me? Dick. I’m proud of you.”


  There were several personnel standing out of earshot. Doc stepped in. “No offense, but can we cut this short? We need to get him into isolation stat.”


  “Sure. Sorry.” Jim stared at Victor. “I outrank you. So I’m ordering you to get better.”


  “Yeah, well, not that I ever did take orders well from you, but that’s one I’m going to do my damnedest to follow.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Once they had Victor set up in a secure isolation room and settled in with monitor leads attached to him, Victor finally called Uni.


  His temperature had risen by another three degrees, and considering he’d been out in the freezing cold in an unheated helicopter while wearing little more than scrubs and a bunnysuit, he knew what that meant.


  “How you doing?” Uni asked by way of greeting.


  “Upgraded digs, at least. I’m in a bed with blankets and cable TV.”


  “What?”


  Victor explained.


  “Shit. I need to wake her up and tell her.”


  “Yeah. Let me talk to her, though, please? I want to break it to her.”


  “Sure. Hold on.”


  There were sounds like Uni was moving through the house, then a door opening and closing, and then Uni talking to her before she came on the line, sounding sleepy and disoriented.


  “Victor?”


  “Hey, baby. Sorry to wake you up.”


  “What’s going on?”


  He sucked in a deep breath. “I don’t have any easy way to say this but to say it.” He closed his eyes and struggled not to lose his composure as she started crying halfway through his story.


  “But you’re going to get better, right?”


  “That’s my plan, baby. We don’t even know for sure yet if I’m going to get sick. For now, this is just a precaution.” He didn’t want to tell her about the chills, the growing fever, or the headache trying to set in. It might just be tension, stress.


  Or it could be a sign of Kite.


  “Can I come see you?”


  “No, not right now. It’s not safe. They’ll let you know when you can.”


  Her sobs ripped his heart out. “You have to get better. I can’t lose you. I love you.”


  “I love you, too, babe. I’m tough. Don’t go counting me out. Hey, look on the bright side. If I do get sick, they might be able to guinea pig me.”


  “It’s not worth risking your life though!”


  “It wasn’t intentional, believe me.” He sighed. “I know this is a stupid thing to say, but please try not to worry yet. Now, I love you, and I want you to put Uni back on the phone.”


  “I love you, too. You have to get better.”


  “That’s what everyone keeps telling me, and what I plan to do.”


  Uni came back on. “Hey.”


  “Hey, man. Want to know what’s weird?”


  “Besides you catching a damn glass box full of Kite?”


  “Yeah, besides that. My brother’s here. Head of security. SOTIF13.”


  “No shit?”


  “No shit. Funny way to have a family reunion, huh?”


  “Yeah. Tell me about it.”


  Clara came into the room and held up a hypo. “I need to go. They need to pull some more blood from me. We should have named her Dracula instead of Clara.”


  Uni chuckled. “I’ll mention that to Papa. Love you, man.”


  “Love you, too, bro. Take care of our girl for me until I get out of here.”


  “You know I will.”


  Victor ended the call and sat up so she could get to his arm. “No po-clo, huh? You promise?”


  She glared at him. “Don’t even joke. You think your own brother’s going to let someone in here to do that to you?” She pointed at the observation window, where several people were gathered out in the hall on the other side of the decontamination room that separated his room from the rest of the secured isolation ward.


  “I hope he wouldn’t be that jealous of his little bro being in SOTIF1 to do that.” He grinned.


  Clara glared at him again.


  His smile faded. “Sorry. Just trying to lighten the mood.”


  She drew his blood and then checked his vitals. He wasn’t feeling so great and told her about the headache.


  She noted his symptoms, her face now an unreadable mask.


  “Hey, do not keep shit from me just to spare my feelings,” he said. “I can take it.”


  “Doc’s symptoms came on fast, too,” she reminded him. “And he’s just fine. I’m going to get you started on an IV and push fluids and some antibiotics.”


  “You said antibiotics don’t work against this shit.”


  “No, they don’t, but it’ll help keep any opportunistic infections from jumping in there if your immune system is compromised. And I want to keep you hydrated.”


  Victor glanced out the window again. Earlier, on the walk there from the helipad, Jim had told him there were twenty rooms in that ward, and so far, he was the only resident. They would keep it that way if possible, with two of his men on guard at all times outside the door to Victor’s room. If the guards didn’t recognize someone, they wouldn’t be allowed inside the room without Jim’s clearance, or unless Victor okayed it from inside because he knew them. Four CDC staffers were being assigned to help Mama and Sin in the lab there on the floor, two of them medics from Jim’s unit.


  “Spreading you awfully thin, aren’t they?” Victor had asked him.


  “No, they’re sending us more backup once they’re cleared. You might be in SOTIF1, but we’re so far off the black-ops books that we’re invisible.” Jim had grinned at him. “Carte blanche.”


  “Yeah? Well, we’re going to take down Hannibal Silo after our eggheads fix Kite.”


  “Wish I could hug you right now,” Jim said before Victor had stepped through the door to his room.


  “Me, too, bro,” Victor had said back.


  Now Jim stood there staring at him and looking pained.


  He nodded at him, and Jim finally nodded back before walking away.


  Clara poked him in the shoulder with her finger. “You’re going to be fine,” she insisted. “Don’t go getting all emo and mushy on me, now, tough guy. You have an image to uphold.”


  “If you guys feel you need to give Donna a sedative or something to help her out, please do it. She’s been through enough.”


  “We’re not even there yet. If you’ve missed the memo, the women in this unit are far tougher than they might appear at first glance.”


  “She’s not like you guys. She’s never been through anything like this before.”


  “Then I suspect you’re about to see a new side of her.” Clara patted his shoulder. “I’ll be back in a minute. I need them to bring me the IV supplies.” She headed out into the decontamination room and tapped on the window to get someone’s attention.


  Victor focused on the TV, bumping the sound up a little. The area was about to be slammed by yet another winter storm and residents were being advised to get and stay inside and not travel unless it was urgent. Government offices and schools would all be closed at least until Wednesday, the roads impassible Monday and probably into Tuesday.


  When Clara returned with the IV pole, bags of fluid, and other supplies, he looked up at her. “Get a message to Uni for me. Have Omega or one of the other guys tell him so it doesn’t tip off Donna. The weather’s gonna turn to shit again. Make him keep Donna there at the safe house. It’s the perfect excuse to keep her away from me.”


  “They’re going to want to come see you.”


  “I know. And I’d rather have a tablet where I can talk to them on a video chat with some privacy. I don’t want Donna near this place until it’s safe.”


  “I’ll have Lima get you a tablet. Anything else you want?”


  “A decent meal would be nice. MREs suck. Maybe some hot chocolate?”


  She grinned. “This is a hospital. Don’t count on the food being better than an MRE.”


  Once she got the IV started and made sure he didn’t need anything else, she left him alone. He hated like hell that he was putting her and the others at risk.


  Oscar and Yankee will kill me if she catches this shit from me.


  Then the thought hit him that he might not survive for them to kill him later.


  Chapter Forty


  


  Donna didn’t know how much more she could take. Sunday night, several more of the Drunk Monkeys arrived at the safe house to bunk down and weather out the latest winter storm. One of them, introduced as Doc, sat on the edge of the bed while Uni stayed there with her.


  “Mind if I talk to you for a couple of minutes?” Doc asked.


  “Can Uni stay?”


  “Of course. I’d like to examine you.”


  “He’s really a doctor,” Uni said.


  “Okay.” She sat up and Doc took her vital signs, listened to her heart beat, and took her blood pressure.


  “Where’s the script they gave her?” Doc asked.


  Uni handed over the bottle.


  He read the contents. “Okay. Donna, I’m going to give you something else, a shot. It’ll help you sleep tonight. Tomorrow, we’ll see how you feel and go from there. You need to talk to us. Any of us, or even just Uni. We’ve been through this a lot. I caught this shit in LA and I got better.”


  “You did?”


  “He did,” Uni said. “He’s a tough guy, but not nearly as tough as Victor.”


  Doc smiled. “Gee, thanks.”


  “True story.”


  “The point is,” Doc said, “I know you’re hurting right now. I can’t imagine what you’ve just been through. We’re a family, but we need you to lean on us and get through this and get stronger. We need you to be able to deal with this. You’ve got a great analytical mind, and you’re going to be a busy woman helping us with all the data. We can give you time to grieve but there’s going to come a time when you have to get moving again so you can keep up with us. Okay?”


  A fuzzy numbness had set in, probably due in no small part to the meds she was on.


  Yet she knew he was right.


  She’d just started to get a handle on pulling herself out of the emotional quicksand with Lisa and Ginny when they got the news about Victor.


  “When can we go see him?”


  “Maybe late tomorrow. Depends on the weather. But if you go see him, you need to be strong. He can’t see you falling apart. He won’t be able to focus on getting better if he’s worried about you. Understand?”


  She nodded.


  He dug into his bag and pulled out a bolus, prepping the shot. “Not allergic to any medicine, are you?”


  “No.”


  He gave her the shot. In just a couple of minutes, she felt fuzzy, calm, detached.


  He flashed a light in her eyes, checking her pupils. “Better?”


  She nodded, yawning.


  Uni laid her back on the bed and cuddled with her as she slipped into a deep, blessedly dreamless sleep.


  


  * * * *


  


  Uni breathed a sigh of relief as whatever Doc gave her kicked in and she went to sleep.


  Doc stood and packed his stuff. “That’ll keep her out likely until morning.”


  “Thanks.”


  “I gave her a strong dose. I can give her a much smaller one tomorrow if she still needs it.” He met Uni’s gaze. “We can arrange a safe house for her.”


  “No. She comes with us.”


  “She has to be able to keep up.”


  “She will. She’s just getting her legs back under her. Just like Ak needed to do. We’re not on the run. We have a base, and we’ve got a safe satellite hideout.”


  “She’s your package.”


  “Scooter,” Uni said, smiling. “Her code name’s Scooter.”


  “Really?”


  “Really. Long story.” After pressing a kiss to her forehead, Uni stood and walked out with Doc, closing the door behind them.


  In the living room, Ax sat huddled in a chair, being glared at by several of their group who’d just met him and realized the role his actions played in the deaths of Donna’s friends. Some of them had just met Donna, but since she was one of them, the deaths of her friends hit them personally, too.


  “Get Mary Silo to come in,” Uni said to him. “However you need to do it. Tell her everything, tell her why she has to come in.”


  “Everything?”


  “Not that we’re the Drunk Monkeys, but most everything else. Tell her about Barstow, and tell her about what we dealt with in LA. Whatever dirty tricks you have to use, we need to find her.”


  He nodded toward the hallway leading to the bedrooms. “Is she okay?”


  “No, she’s not fucking okay. Her goddamned best friends were chopped up into little pieces while they were still alive. She’s not fucking okay. And now my partner, one of the men she loves, might die from this fucking Kite shit. How okay do you think she is, huh? She’s been forcibly pulled from her life, her job, her routine, her family. You’re fucking lucky I didn’t let her kill you the other night. Luckier for you we need you alive or I’d think about taking a few whacks at you myself.”


  “Uni,” Omega said, standing and holding a hand out. “Ease up.”


  “No, I’m not going to fucking ease up!” He pointed at Ax. “Talk about dead wood? If he can’t produce Mary Silo, all he is is a liability. And I’d be more than happy to personally get him out of our hair.”


  Doc reached out and grabbed Uni’s shoulder. “You’re upset. Understandably so. But this isn’t going to help Victor get better. We need Ax’s help right now. He didn’t mean to cause problems. Silo is our ultimate target. Don’t forget that.”


  Uni jerked away from him and headed to the kitchen. Lima joined him there, handing Uni a tablet. “Victor’s got one, too. You can give him a call. Use my bedroom, if you want.”


  Uni took the tablet in there and initiated the video chat. He was relieved to see Victor give him a pained smile.


  “Hey, there. How’s our girl?”


  “She’s out. Doc’s here and gave her a shot to help her sleep.”


  “Good. Don’t let her come here. Not until they say it’s safe.”


  “How are you feeling?”


  “My fever’s going up and my head feels like someone stomped me. The blood work’s coming back positive when they run it through the protein tests, but the strip tests are not coming up blue. It’s official, though. Kite.”


  His gut chilled, an ice ball forming in his stomach. “You can’t bail on me, Quent. You have to kick this.”


  “Don’t count me out yet. Mama says I’ve got a good chance. She figured out which of three different strains broke open when the case fell and she’s working with them now, trying to fine-tune a serum.”


  “But if you already have the shit, how’s that going to help?”


  “She said she might be able to boost my immune system some with it. I’m a pilot, not a doctor.”


  Uni smiled. Over the years, they’d had a lot of similar conversations. “Glad you got to talk to your brother.”


  “He keeps stopping by to check on me. I’m glad he’s alive, but I wish it was under better circumstances.”


  “I know the feeling.” He tried not to think about Corrine, out there somewhere, hopefully safe in Toledo.


  Victor looked up as someone entered his room. “I’ve got to go. Clara’s back for more bloodletting. Love you, dude. Tell Donna I love her, too.”


  “Love you, man.”


  He ended the video chat and sat there for a moment before leaving the room and returning the tablet to Lima.


  “Okay?” Lima asked.


  “He’s hanging in there. Hey, can you get a message to Bubba for me?”


  “Sure. What?”


  “Can you ask him if he could check on my sister when he gets a chance?”


  “No problem. What’s her info?”


  Uni gave it to him.


  “Kind of funny about Victor’s brother, huh?” Lima noted. “I take it that’s what’s prompting this?”


  “Yeah. I just want to make sure she’s safe. That they’re all safe.”


  “Roger roger. I’ll let you know once I hear back.”


  “Thanks.” Uni pulled on his jacket and stepped outside onto the lanai. The cold shocked him. It’d been a while since they’d had to deal with frigid temps, and how ironic it was in Georgia, of all places?


  He stared up at the black velvet clouds blanketing the sky and hiding the stars. His breath frosted in front of him, a stark contrast to the furnace burning within him. Anger—rage. Blind rage.


  He’d never get that scene out of his mind.


  Never.


  He could never tell Donna what they saw, what they found. The obvious sadistic pleasure their attackers had taken with her friends.


  How, thankfully, Donna had been safe with them when it happened. Had they not found her when they did, how she’d be dead now, too. Once they’d discovered she really was innocent, it would have been three lives, not two, destroyed.


  All because of what Hannibal Silo had planned.


  He returned inside, going up to Ax, who recoiled in his chair. “Show me.”


  “What?”


  “The videos Mary Silo sent you. I want to see them.”


  “Dude,” Lima said. “You really don’t.”


  “Yeah, I do.” Uni clenched and unclenched his fist. “I want to see that animal in action. I want to see him at his worst so that if I’m ever face-to-face with him I won’t be tempted for even a second to hesitate to blow his fucking head clean off his shoulders.”


  Chapter Forty-One


  


  Monday morning, Kali was shocked to find an e-mail from her contact asking her to get in touch with him. That he had important updates and information to give her.


  That her husband had sent a team of killers to Atlanta, and they’d murdered two innocent women in an attempt to find her.


  And now she had a name for her contact—Ax.


  He told her about the military unit he was being protected by, the work they were doing. How they’d hacked into the church’s computer system and were silently combing through data that way, and how they wanted to take down Hannibal.


  He sent her a link to horrific videos, the other side of conversations she’d heard between Hannibal and that horrible little weasel, Jerald. The effect of the LA “project” they’d euphemistically referred to.


  Barstow.


  He told her everything, about how the unit had traveled to the other side of the globe and back and now had five scientists in their care working on a Kite vaccine.


  But they couldn’t take Hannibal down unless they were sure he wouldn’t release more of the virus in the process. They needed her help.


  She sat back, stunned. All of this started in North Korea, yes, but it had been multiplied a thousandfold by Hannibal’s greed and pride.


  He’d given her a burner cell phone number to call. She took one of the burner phones she’d bought in Denver and quickly got dressed. This latest winter storm had bypassed them, only dumping snow on St. Louis, not ice. She made her way to her car and then took her time driving north to Springfield, Illinois.


  Fortunately, she was able to quickly find another store that sold cheap phones and bought one there for cash. Driving east across the city, she made another cash withdrawal while she was there before crossing the city again, west, and finding a busy shopping center in which to park.


  There, she made the call.


  She wasn’t sure who she expected, but the young man who answered the phone didn’t match her mental picture.


  “Is this…Mary?”


  She thought about it. “Yes. You don’t want to use my new name, do you?”


  “I haven’t told them your name, no.”


  “Why not, if you trust them?”


  “Because they are trying to prove they’re good guys.”


  Her heart raced. “What do they want with me?”


  He told her basically the same thing he’d said in the e-mail. “They can protect you. They can move us someplace safer than…here.”


  “Where are you?”


  “Atlanta. But they have a safe house somewhere else. I can’t tell you where yet.”


  “And they want to take me there?”


  “Take you there and help us take him down.”


  She thought about it. It was tempting.


  Sooo tempting.


  “I’m not ready to give up my freedom yet. Do you understand what forty years has done to me? You understand I plan to kill him, right?”


  


  * * * *


  


  In the living room, surrounded by six silently watching men and women, Ax nodded. “I know. I want to help you. They don’t have a problem with killing him, but they’re worried he might have other plans.”


  “I don’t know all his plans. I only know what I told you.”


  “Please, think about coming in. About letting them help you.”


  “You sound like I have a choice in the matter.”


  “You do. They won’t force you to come in, but they want to help you. Protect you. If Silo’s men find you, they’ll kill you, or worse.”


  “Worse,” she said. “They’ll need me alive so Hannibal can call off the cops.”


  “Exactly. Then they’ll kill you.”


  “Maybe I want Hannibal to bring me in. To the lion’s den. So I can take him down myself.”


  “You don’t understand how dangerous he is right now.”


  “Please. I spent forty years under the monster. I think I understand how dangerous he is.”


  “Not like this. It’s worse now.”


  She seemed to be considering it. “I’m not ready to come in just yet. I need to do some things first.”


  “They want us to keep baiting him, keep the pressure up. Keep putting videos out about him. They’re on our side.”


  “Then you keep doing that. I’ll keep watching. See if you’re telling the truth about that.”


  “Can you please stay in touch with me at this number? And in e-mail?”


  “Maybe.” She hung up and shut the phone off, pulling the battery from it. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to get rid of it yet, because she might be able to use it again.


  No, she wasn’t ready to turn herself over to some unknown group, even though she did trust Ax. The anguish in his voice as he told her what her husband’s goons had done to the woman’s friends ripped at her.


  There was no hint of faking it. And again, she was an expert in seeing an expert faking it.


  As she headed back toward St. Louis, she pondered her options. She was here, just miles from the beast now. She could easily get inside the compound and kill Hannibal before he realized what was going on.


  It could mean jail for her, if she was caught, but it would be worth it.


  But wouldn’t it be more satisfying to slowly take him apart, piece by piece, in completely safe leisure? Helping the very people Hannibal hated?


  She’d have to give it thought.


  Serious thought.


  But first, she wasn’t ready to come in from the cold.


  Literally or figuratively.


  


  * * * *


  


  Monday morning dawned cold, grey, and with Atlanta once again entombed in winter’s icy claw. Victor barely processed that as he stared out the small window in his room. It overlooked the roof of the building next door, which looked slick with ice.


  Everything hurt. Take the worst hangover of his life, add to it a migraine headache, and horrible food poisoning from really bad sushi…


  That would begin to give someone an idea of what it felt like.


  His fever raged, his body alternately feeling like a furnace would roast him from the inside out, and then waves of chills making him shiver uncontrollably.


  Clara and Mama both remained guarded, their expressions neutral when he talked to them. He had no appetite although Clara forced him to sip a protein shake to keep something in his stomach.


  Weak, he still made Clara listen to him. “When you gonna restrain me?”


  “Not yet. Even I could kick your ass right now.”


  “But if this shit gets worse—”


  She pointed at the window, where two guards, and Jim, stood watching. “They’ll help me. I’d rather not restrain you yet. Doc never got violent.”


  “You said this is a different strain than what he had.”


  “And it’s a different strain than the one people get violent with. That’s end-stage. You’re not even close to that, so let those of us with the medical knowledge do the diagnosing, okay? You’re a flyboy, not a doctor.”


  He raggedly laughed, which devolved into a coughing spell that left him even weaker and wracked by more pain.


  “Can I call them?”


  “Of course you can.” Overnight they’d moved his tablet and phone away from the bed, not wanting him to randomly make fever-induced calls. She punched in Uni’s phone number and handed Victor the phone.


  His partner answered. “Hey, you. How you doing?”


  He struggled not to sound weak. “Had better days. How’s Donna?”


  “Hanging in there. Doc gave her a milder dose this morning, but she’s awake. Want to talk to her?”


  “Of course I do.”


  A moment later, her weak voice came over the line and he was desperately glad he’d chosen to phone. As crappy as he felt, he wasn’t sure he could deal with seeing her looking as distraught as she sounded, and knew if she broke down over seeing him, he’d likely start bawling, too.


  “Victor?”


  “It’s me, babe. Still hanging in there.”


  She softly cried. “Are you okay?”


  “So far, so good. Running a fever, and still have a headache, but nothing I can’t handle. You stay there today.”


  “I want to come see you.”


  “The roads are closed, honey. Nothing you can do here except stare at me through a window. I won’t let him risk your safety coming here just for my lazy ass.”


  “But—”


  “No buts. I’m telling you, stay there. Let’s see how the roads are tomorrow. I’m not going anywhere, and frankly, all I want to do is go back to sleep. I won’t be good company today anyway. And you want me to get better, right?” He hated playing that card, but it had the desired effect.


  “Right,” she softly said.


  She didn’t even sound like herself. He knew it was partly due to the meds Doc had given her, but it also sounded like she was still deeply buried in her grief. Understandable. She’d have to learn how to set it aside and function.


  He only hoped he got to be there to help her learn that.


  “Now I’m going to get off here. I might call you guys later, if I’m not asleep. Don’t worry if I don’t call, okay?”


  “Okay.”


  “Love you, babe. Let me talk to Uni.”


  “Love you, too.”


  His partner came on the line after what sounded like walking into a different room and closing the door. “Gee, we gonna start getting mushy now and talking about our feelings?”


  “Don’t make me laugh, asshole. It hurts. And yes. I love you.”


  Uni chuckled. “Love you, too. You really okay?”


  “I’m stable, is what they said. I just gave her marching orders to stay there today.”


  “I figured.” Uni paused. “You’re not lying to me, are you?”


  “I’m telling you what they’re telling me. They don’t know anything except I’m stable.”


  “Okay. Get better, goldbricker.”


  “I plan on it, slacker.”


  Victor ended the call and handed the phone to Clara, who put it back with the tablet. When she turned to him, he noticed the stress in her expression, even behind the protective hood.


  “You getting any rest?” he asked her.


  “They’ve got us bunking up here. Me and Mama and Sin. Doc went back to the safe house. He’s got to help Omega get the satellite lab set up.”


  “Do we really need it with all of this here now?”


  “Yeah.” She stepped closer and lowered her voice. “No offense, your brother or not, they want to make sure.”


  “That there aren’t any moles.”


  “Right. A backup.”


  “Good plan.”


  “And one you don’t need to worry about. Get some rest.” She left him alone, turning the lights down for him.


  He changed the TV channel to an old movie, turned down the volume, and closed his eyes. Hopefully he’d wake up feeling better.


  Hopefully, he’d just wake up.


  


  * * * *


  


  By Monday night when Silo still couldn’t get in touch with his team, he destroyed the burner phone he’d been using and did his best to not look like he was ready to set fire to the world.


  He had a routine, a schedule to keep. People to talk to, sermons to give.


  He didn’t dare try to contact his friend in Indianapolis, either. He didn’t know what had happened, but it would seem that the Drunk Monkeys had struck again.


  If not them, one of Arliss’ other SOTIF teams.


  He was startled when the doorbell of his residence rang. He found Jerald standing there.


  “About time you got here,” Silo said as he turned and walked back in, leaving Jerald standing in the doorway.


  Jerald walked in and shut the door behind him. “I told you I had things to take care of before I could leave.”


  “What kind of things?”


  “Church things, sir.”


  Hannibal turned and stared at Jerald, his gaze narrowing. “What’s up with you?”


  “Nothing, sir. Business as usual.” Jerald’s eyebrow arched. “Why, is there a problem?”


  “This charade is getting really old.”


  “Get used to it, until we find Mary.”


  “How are our computer people coming with that?”


  “Nothing definitive yet,” Jerald said, steadily meeting his gaze.


  It chilled Hannibal to realize he couldn’t tell if Jerald was lying or not.


  Never an issue before, never a consideration.


  His gaze dropped and he walked over to the couch.


  


  * * * *


  


  When Hannibal blinked first, Jerald knew he had the man. Hannibal was just enough off his game that he didn’t know what to think anymore.


  Perfect.


  The last thing he wanted was Hannibal able to read him or anticipate his next move.


  “How is Houston?” Hannibal asked.


  “They’re preparing to do as we asked,” Jerald said. From this point out, he’d be circumspect and not say anything that he wasn’t absolutely sure Hannibal couldn’t record.


  From this point on, it would be Hannibal’s ass on the hibachi, not his.


  Why, he was just an innocent assistant.


  “It’s…on track?”


  “It’ll be a few weeks before they’re at goal, but yes.”


  “You’re not going to question me more about it?”


  “No. You’ve given an order, and I’m following it.”


  “What happened? Why are you suddenly not talking back to me anymore?”


  “Sir, I’ve always been loyal to you. My years of service should show that. You were under a lot of stress and emotions were running high. I needed to get you to listen to me. We are a team. As long as we keep working as a team, things will work out the way they should. As you’ve planned.”


  He stared at Hannibal.


  Again, the man looked away. More confirmation that Jerald really didn’t need at this point.


  What the man also didn’t know was that Jerald had made sure Silo’s St. Louis quarters were wired for sound and video, straight to his own quarters.


  Before he finally took Hannibal down for good, he’d know every move the man made and would be able to counter it.


  Then, finally, the Church of the Rising Sunset could put this miserable business behind it for good and get on with the business of saving souls and raising money.


  Hallelujah, praise pocketbooks.


  Chapter Forty-Two


  


  Donna spent Tuesday bundled up on the couch in the living room, working on a laptop with Lima in a chair next to her on one end, and Uni on the couch next to her on her other side. The distraction had been necessary to keep her from obsessing about what had happened, what was happening.


  In another chair on the other side of the room, Ax sat working on a different laptop.


  Other than them, the house lay empty, everyone else either over at the satellite location getting it set up, or over at the CDC working to save Victor’s life.


  Lima had finally pulled apart her old laptop and took the hard drive somewhere else to go through it and found the trojan that had downloaded onto it.


  Now they were trying to figure out who the person was who’d sent the e-mails in the first place. Whoever that was, they would be key to unraveling the mystery of any other moles who might be in hiding and feeding Silo information.


  It’d seemed to startle the men when she spoke. “It was that fucker, Hannibal Silo, wasn’t it? He was behind killing them, right?”


  Lima and Uni nodded. “We’re positive,” Uni said. “Bubba said SOTIF8 tracked them down at your uncle’s house in Atlanta Friday afternoon and took them out. They were pros, but they weren’t used to the kind of torture our guys gave them. Before the last one died, he finally gave Silo up. Said the fucker hired them personally. That he did work for both Silo and Silo’s right-hand guy, but this job came directly from Silo. And no, they didn’t have the location of your uncle’s cabin. Your family is safe.”


  “Okay.” Her anger sharply pierced through the fuzziness of the medication to help her focus better.


  She wouldn’t let her friends’ deaths be in vain.


  She would help her men take this fucker down.


  


  * * * *


  


  On Wednesday, they finally let Donna and Uni go to the CDC to see Victor. Once she was standing there in the hallway, a room and two windows between them, she wished she’d just stayed home.


  This was worse.


  A lot worse.


  Victor looked pale, weak. He wasn’t awake, and she didn’t want them to wake him up just to talk to her. They told her he’d spent most of the past couple of days asleep, which was better for him in the long run.


  Uni stood behind her, his arms wrapped around her, his chin resting on her shoulder. “He’s strong and stable,” he reminded her. “They said his fever might break sometime today.”


  She nodded, not speaking.


  Right now, she wished she had an eidetic memory the way Uni did, so she could remember this and all her anger and all her pain and keep it right there, just below the surface, to call on it when she needed strength and focus.


  “Take me back,” she whispered. “We have a lot of work to do. I don’t want to wake him up.”


  Clara cocked her head as she stared at Donna. “You all right?”


  Donna didn’t take her gaze from Victor. “No, I’m not. But I’m a lot better than Hannibal Silo will be when I get finished with him.”


  “Want me to teach you how to do castrations?” Clara teased.


  “Um, no thanks,” Uni said. “I’m going to overrule that.”


  Donna finally managed a wan smile. “I’d never do that to you guys.”


  “I appreciate that. Still, I think one woman trained in castrations in our unit is plenty, thank you very much.”


  


  * * * *


  


  When they got home, Donna didn’t want to be around anyone else. Uni led her to the bedroom, where she collapsed onto the bed. Uni was going to go back out to get her some food when there was a knock on their open bedroom door.


  Ax.


  He looked positively miserable. “Can I come in?”


  Donna sat up. “What do you want?”


  “I just wanted to make sure he’s okay.”


  “No thanks to you,” she said.


  Uni reached out and touched her arm. “Babe, it’s okay.”


  Ax stepped inside the room. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry Silo’s guys caught on to who you are and where you lived. I know it’s lame, but I’m sorry. I feel horrible.”


  She stared at the guy. If it hadn’t been for him, her friends would still be alive.


  She also would never have met Victor and Uni and found love.


  He was trying to take down Silo. He’d meant well. And, so far, he appeared to be living up to his end of the bargain.


  “If I live the rest of my life hating you for what happened, it doesn’t do either of us any good,” she finally said. “I know you didn’t mean for that to happen. But you want to make a dent in trying to make it right? You promise me something.”


  He nodded. “Anything. I swear.”


  “You keep working with these guys and you don’t stop until you do everything you can to bring Silo down for good. Destroy him.”


  “We can’t give you dibs on castrating him,” Uni joked, “because Ak already got promised that.”


  She looked at him. “That’s okay. As long as I can watch.”


  “I have a feeling we could sell tickets to that event,” Uni muttered.


  “Sell tickets to what?” Chief appeared behind Ax.


  “A public dismemberment of Rev. Silo,” Uni said.


  Chief snorted. “I’m sure we could be rich over that.” She turned to Ax. “What was I hearing just now?”


  He looked down at his shoes. “I’m in,” he said. “All the way. For good, until the end. I’ll help you take Silo down. You have my word. Whatever I have to do.”


  Donna got out of bed and walked over to him. “This isn’t the Ax show, either. This means you have to listen to them. Do what they say. Got it?”


  He nodded, finally lifting his gaze to hers.


  Yes, he looked utterly miserable. Broken.


  He’d lost his parents years ago to Silo. She couldn’t fathom the pain he’d suffered throughout the years over that. It wasn’t like he’d blithely killed Lisa and Ginny.


  If she couldn’t make herself forgive him, she’d never be a happy person.


  She held her arms open in a hug. “I forgive you,” she softly said. “I know it wasn’t deliberate. But Silo has to pay for what he did.”


  He nodded as he hugged her, now sobbing against her shoulder. “I’m so sorry, Donna. Really, I am. That guy murdered Mom and Dad, I know he did. Something just like this. Hiring people. And…what he’s done to his wife all these years. Who knows who else? All those people in LA and Kite… I just want him gone.”


  “Then we’ll make him gone,” she said. “And if you fuck these guys over, I’ll be the first person begging for them to kill you. Understand?”


  “Yeah.” He finally let go of her, sniffling and wiping at his face. “I don’t blame you.” He turned to Chief. “What do you need me to do?”


  “We need to keep talking to Mary Silo,” Chief said. “Have you tracked her down yet?”


  “Not yet. I think she’s on the move. I’m trying to get her to trust me. I don’t want to scare her off.”


  “If we can bring her in,” Chief said, “we have an iron-clad case against Silo for everything he’s done so far.”


  “Isn’t there something about spouses can’t testify against each other?” Donna asked.


  Chief smiled. “Who said anything about there being any testimony?”


  “You…you’re not going to kill Mary Silo, are you?” Ax asked. “I can’t let her get hurt, too.”


  “Nope,” Uni said. “She’s safe. We only want Silo.”


  “No, hurting her is not what I meant,” Chief said. “I meant who said anything about Silo actually making it to trial? History is written by the winners. We can get rid of him and still write the ending the way we want it seen. Now, you and me, let’s get out of here and leave them alone.”


  When they were alone again, Uni pulled her in for a hug. “That was awfully adult of you, sweetheart.”


  “What?”


  “Forgiving him.”


  “He’s part of this unit now anyway, right? I can’t spend all that time hating him. Besides, I’d rather hate Silo.”


  “That’s a pretty large club.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Victor’s fever broke early Thursday morning. He actually woke up, relieved that the headache he’d been plagued with since Sunday was also gone.


  Turning his head, he saw two people in protective suits over in the corner, going over his chart. Clara, and Mama, it turned out.


  “There he is,” Clara said. “Feeling better?”


  “What happened?”


  “Your fever broke a little while ago. Your latest round of blood work came back looking good.”


  “Am I getting better?”


  “I think,” Mama said, “it’s safe to say that you’ve gone from critical to guarded.”


  “I still feel like crap, just not as crappy.”


  “Again, that’s good,” Clara said.


  “What’d you give me?”


  “More like what you are giving us,” Mama said. “My apologies, but you will be spending some time over the next several weeks giving us a lot of blood samples.”


  “So…it was Kite?”


  “Absolutely. The interesting thing is that the latest samples we’ve taken from you have changed based on your antibodies.”


  He rubbed at his face, at the days of stubble there. “What?”


  Clara chuckled. “Never mind. You feel like some soup?”


  His stomach rumbled. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d actually eaten. “Yeah, I could use some. What time is it? Hell, what day is it?”


  “0300 Thursday.”


  “Thursday? Holy fuck, I’ve been out nearly two days?”


  “Yep. Mostly. Donna and Uni came to visit you yesterday but they wouldn’t let us wake you up.”


  “How is she? Is she okay?”


  “She’s…” Clara seemed to think about it. “I don’t know her the way you guys know her, but she reminds me of Ak, how she was right after her brother…” She shrugged. “Vengeance runs deep in our estrogen, apparently.”


  He managed a harsh laugh that set off a coughing fit. Clara got him a cup of cool water and he sipped it through a straw, realizing how parched and sore his throat felt.


  “How can I feel this shitty and be getting better?”


  “Just go with it,” she said. “Meanwhile, I’ll get you that soup.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Donna awoke Thursday morning to Uni smiling down at her and poking her in the shoulder.


  “What? What’s going on?”


  He held out the tablet. On it, a haggard looking Victor smiled at her. “Hello, babe.”


  Sleep fled her system. She sat up and snatched the tablet from Uni. “Are you okay?”


  “My fever broke a couple of hours ago. I still feel like shit, and I don’t want you coming in here yet, but this is good news.”


  Relief filled her, starting her tears flowing again. “Really?”


  “Really. They think I’m on the backside of it now.”


  Uni sat next to her on the bed and leaned in so he could get into the picture. “Then get your ass out of that bed and get back to us.”


  “Believe me, as soon as they let me, I will.” Victor’s gaze met Donna’s. “Now, listen to me, honey. They’ve told me you’ve officially got a job to do with our group. You’re one of us. That means, for right now, I’m telling you to focus on that and quit worrying about me. Okay? I promise I’ll call you back and check in later today. But when I ask those jerks for a report, I’d better hear you’ve been head-down over a computer and trying to pin that fucking preacher to the wall, or I’m gonna give you the bad kind of spanking.”


  She nodded, tearfully smiling. “I will. I promise.”


  “Good.” He kissed his fingers and touched the screen. Both she and Uni did likewise. “Love both of you. Now they tell me I might be allowed to have applesauce for breakfast since I kept my soup down. So let me get off here and start ringing for chow.”


  “You’re really okay?”


  “I’ve felt better, but I’ve damn sure felt worse. Love you.”


  “Love you,” she and Uni both said. When Victor ended the call, she threw her arms around Uni and started crying.


  “Want me to get Doc?” he asked.


  She shook her head. “No.” She sat back, wiping at her eyes. “I’ll be okay. I have a job to do. You heard him.” She kissed him. “Don’t you dare go catching this shit.”


  “Unlike flyboy, I don’t plan on putting myself between the ground and a case of Kite.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Victor was watching TV before dawn on Friday morning when the door to the decontamination room slid open with a whoosh of air.


  And there stood Jim, smiling.


  He wasn’t wearing a bunnysuit.


  Victor sat up and turned the TV off. “You crazy?”


  “No. They said I could give you the good news personally. You’re not contagious anymore. You’ll be able to get out of here tomorrow.”


  “No shit? I’m really not going to die?”


  “Not today you’re not. Not of Kite, at least.” He sat on the end of the bed. “You had a virulent strain, but they think that…” He thought about it for a moment. “I’m probably going to screw this up, but something about the strain you had, and the way it was mutating, combined with the vaccine you already had, helped blunt its effect on your system.”


  “Close enough,” Julie Chu said from the doorway. She stood there, a smile on her face but wearing exhaustion thicker than any protective bunnysuit.


  Which she wasn’t wearing.


  “So now what?” Victor asked.


  “Now we pull more blood from you and replicate it and test it and hopefully culture the antibodies,” Mama said. “You’re going to stay here in Atlanta for a couple of weeks while we run more tests.”


  “No flying for me yet anyway.”


  “Hell, no,” Jim said. “I’ve loaned one of my guys out to your guys. Once you’re cleared, you can go back to flying.”


  He’d honestly not wanted to let himself hope he’d recover from this. He knew if he died he likely wouldn’t even know it, but now that the good outcome was in sight he was eager to get the hell out of that bed and away from the CDC. “I’m stuck here?”


  “No. Your alternate location, once they finish it.”


  “I can pull the samples from you there,” Julie said. “I only need your blood, not you.”


  “Eh, isn’t that just like a woman?” Victor teased. “Squeezing blood out of a guy?”


  “I’ll remember that next time I am trying to find your vein with a needle.” But she smiled when she said it.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kali Enyo got another update from Ax on Friday as she sat in a public library.


  He’s going to make it. They think this might be the missing link they needed to create a vaccine.


  She sat back and stared at the message.


  Her rent would be due soon. She could either pay it, or she could move somewhere else.


  She really didn’t want to leave the area. More and more, as she studied the weather reports, about what they were expecting locally, she considered her options.


  Being stuck in frozen St. Louis all winter, close to Hannibal or not, wasn’t what she wanted. Not if she didn’t have a chance of getting to him yet.


  Maybe she could take another road trip. See more of the country while the roads were still clear enough to pass. If she waited, another winter storm due in next week might keep her there.


  After logging out she went for a walk. She’d bought herself a heavy coat, a new one, that kept her nice and warm. A knit cap and a matching scarf wound around her face and neck hid the rest of her features. Warm gloves and comfy shoes.


  Jeans.


  How long since she’d worn jeans, for chrissake?


  Since college.


  Hell, she hadn’t owned pants since she was with Hannibal.


  Today the air felt cold and clear, brisk, invigorating as she confidently walked away from the library.


  She’d never felt better in her life, physically. Like she could take on the world.


  Like she could take on Hannibal.


  But wouldn’t it be nice to get one over on Hannibal?


  Another one?


  Join forces with a group who could help her dreams come true?


  Instead of going to the apartment, she went to her car and stopped by the mailbox where she’d stashed her failsafe.


  It was still there.


  Leaving it in place, she stopped by an electronics store and bought two more hard drives, paying cash for them. She made copies, extra fail-safes, and hid them in the trunk of her car, in the well with the spare tire.


  Then she stopped by another store and bought a large rolling suitcase, one that would hold all of her things. She still didn’t want to show up at the house with her car.


  Her landlords weren’t home when she returned. She quickly packed and cleaned, donning her gloves as she wiped down every surface there. Not hard to do considering how small it was.


  There might be a stray fingerprint or two left behind, but hopefully not. She wrote them a note, with her gloves still on, and left it and a hundred dollars cash on their dining room table as thanks for their hospitality.


  Then she walked out and started wheeling the suitcase toward her car, the small TV securely strapped on top.


  She was ready for another road trip, and there was no better time than right now.


  Chapter Forty-Three


  


  Donna, with a stranglehold on Uni’s hand, stepped into the hospital room Saturday afternoon. Victor sat on the bed, looking haggard and pale, but at least he was smiling. And he was dressed in real clothes, not a hospital johnny.


  He held his arms out to her. “Come here, baby.”


  She flew into his arms, unable to hold back her tears as he hugged her tightly against him.


  “I thought we were going to lose you before I even had a chance to get to know you.”


  “I’m harder to kill than that, don’t worry.”


  Uni stepped in behind her, his arms around both of them. “True story,” he teased. “We’re all pretty damned hard to kill.”


  “Guess I got one over on Doc now, don’t I?” Victor asked. “He only had a mild version of this shit. They said mine was worse.”


  “Well, if it’s any consolation,” Doc said from the doorway, “Mama ran another sample from you last night, and the serum she created from it, against several forms of Kite. The deadly ones. It looks like you and Korey are now Patients Zero and One in terms of nailing this down.”


  Victor brightened a little. “Really?”


  “Yep. She’s working on a batch of experimental vaccine right now. Me and Tango volunteered to try it.”


  “What? Why?”


  “Because we have the strongest-looking base immune responses. Depending on how well that testing goes, the whole unit will get treated with it.”


  “Isn’t that dangerous?” Donna asked.


  “No more dangerous than anything else we’ve tried. We’ll know in about twenty-four hours.”


  “Then what?” she asked.


  Doc shrugged. “Mama says that when the virus mutates down, as she calls it, to a less lethal form, it simplifies its structure. She’s been able to isolate commonalities in the protein signatures of the more advanced strains and work her way backward from there. This might very well be the lucky break they needed, Victor catching this shit.”


  Donna turned to stare into Uni’s blue eyes. “Please tell me they didn’t die in vain.”


  Uni looked sad. “I’m sorry we couldn’t protect them. We take the blame for that. We should have moved them as soon as we brought you in. None of us thought they’d be at risk. We were trying to minimize the impact on them. That goddamned trojan they dumped into your computer threw us for a loop.”


  “Where do we go from here? Can we kill Silo now?”


  “For right now,” Uni said, “we’re going back to the safe house. Victor needs to get some rest.”


  “Got that right,” Doc said from the doorway.


  Uni and Donna turned. “When are you going to be guinea pigged?” Uni asked.


  “Later. They’re running our blood through it first to be sure. But it’s looking really good already.”


  “They really might have a vaccine against Kite?” Donna asked.


  “Getting Mama in from the cold seems to have been the key piece of the puzzle,” Doc said as he leaned against the doorframe. “She’s the one who engineered the mutations in the first place, her and Waldo. I’m guessing we have a solid vaccine in production by early spring, if not sooner. How fast and widely we can get it distributed remains to be seen.”


  Omega appeared in the doorway. “You ready to check out, you goldbricker? Your ride’s waiting.”


  “Are the streets cleared?” Victor asked.


  Omega grinned. “Doesn’t exactly matter.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They got Victor bundled up and downstairs, out a side entrance. Omega had a large Hummer waiting, knobby tires and four-wheel drive. After everyone was buckled in, he started negotiating the drive back to the safe house outside of Peachtree City.


  Donna stared at the landscape, still coated by thick ice in many places. “This wacky weather is crazy. I’ve never seen anything like this before.”


  “Count it a good thing,” Uni said. “It means we can get ahead of Kite before it gets more of a foothold in the US. This cold weather is all the way through Texas and down into northern Florida, even. It’s like an Arctic sheet draped over most of the damned country. Courtesy of the Chinese government.”


  “You’re welcome,” Victor muttered.


  It took Omega the better part of an hour to negotiate the treacherous roads and around abandoned cars before they finally reached the safe house. As they headed up the walk, Chief flung the front door open and swooped out, nearly falling on the slick walkway, to give Victor a hug.


  Fortunately, Omega caught her before she plowed into the group like a bowling ball. “Careful there, babe.”


  “Sorry. I’m so glad you’re okay!”


  “Me, too,” he said as they got him inside.


  “Can I get you anything? Make you anything?”


  “Soup, if we have it. I’m not picky.”


  “I’ll bring it in to you. You three go on in.”


  Uni and Donna got him into their bedroom and settled. Then he patted the middle of the bed and crooked a finger at Donna.


  Kicking off her shoes, she slipped into bed with him, snuggling in his arms.


  She’d been able to put off a lot of her own grieving with her worry about Victor’s survival.


  Now that he was going to be okay, she could let go.


  He buried his face in her hair. “It’s all right, baby. We’ve got you now. You’re not alone.”


  Uni sat on the other side of the bed, an arm draped over her. “No matter what, you’re with us now.”


  “What about my parents and my family? Aren’t they in danger?”


  “Bubba’s taking care of that,” he said. “They’ll be safe.”


  “Knock knock,” Chief said at the open doorway. In her hands she carried a bowl of soup and a glass of water.


  “Thank you,” Victor said, sitting up as she set it on the table next to him. “I appreciate it.”


  “Least I can do. Now, you finish that.”


  He snapped her a salute. “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Asshole.” She leaned in for a hug. “You guys are going to be the deaths of us women yet, you know? Scaring us.”


  “Tell me about it,” Donna snarked.


  “I’ll leave you guys alone. Holler if you want more. I’ll make it for you.” She closed the door behind her.


  “So what now?” Donna asked.


  Victor had the soup and was starting to eat it. “First I’m going to get this down,” he said. “Then I want to feel a certain woman moaning around my cock while Uni fucks her brains out.”


  “But…you just got out of the hospital!”


  “Yeah, and all the more reason I want to make up for lost time.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Hell, he’d almost died. Of course Victor wanted to get laid. A massive fuck you to the Universe for almost snatching happiness away from him before he’d even had a chance to enjoy it.


  He wasn’t exactly at his best right then, but he was certainly good enough to lay there and enjoy living.


  Once he finished his soup, he sat up and stripped, pulling Donna into his arms. “You are wearing too many clothes, babe.”


  “You sure you feel okay?”


  “I’ll feel better once my cock’s between those sweet lips of yours.”


  At least he didn’t feel like an asshole for wanting to get laid now. Obviously, after they’d discovered her friends, none of them had felt like doing more than just holding her.


  He wanted to keep her mind here, now, with them, focused on the future and not the past.


  He pulled her in for a kiss, one that stiffened his cock instantly. He wrapped her fingers around it, slowly stroking. “See?” he hoarsely said. “Feeling fine.”


  She smiled down at him. “Guess you want him to fuck my brains out too, huh?”


  “Ooh, yeah. Of course. You know, on second thought, let’s go for a variation of that.”


  He turned around on the bed, head at the foot of it, crooking a finger at her once she’d stripped.


  “Let me taste that sweet pussy, baby,” he said, pulling her down onto his mouth.


  As she moaned around his cock, thickening him even more, he pushed her up just enough so he could talk. “I won’t last long, buddy. So get in there fast.”


  Then he held on tight, enjoying her moans and squeals around his cock as he ruthlessly went after her with his mouth. He wasn’t going to toy with her tonight. He wanted to make her come, hard and fast, and drive any other thoughts out of her head. For this moment in time he wanted it to be about the three of them, about an affirmation of survival.


  Because next time they might not get so lucky.


  Uni stripped and Victor felt him kneel on the end of the bed. “Okay, one fucking coming up.”


  Uni’s strokes inside her made her moan even more, only increasing the pleasure vibrating through Victor’s cock.


  Oooh, yeah. He felt his balls drawing up tight, getting ready, but he hadn’t got her over yet. He damn sure wanted to do that first, so he wrapped his lips around her clit and rapidly flicked it with his tongue. That quickly rewarded him with Donna sliding into an orgasm, deep-throating him as she came.


  Fuck, yeah.


  


  * * * *


  


  Uni didn’t need any other encouragement to start fucking Donna harder, faster. The way her pussy clamped down on his cock as Victor made her come had him close to coming already.


  “That’s it, baby,” he encouraged. “Suck his cock good. He just made you come, so you return the favor.”


  He felt a second wave of orgasms flow through her body, her back arching as his cock pumped into her. Nothing had ever felt as perfect and right as this, with her. He never imagined he’d find the love of his life with his best friend, but he wouldn’t question it.


  Especially not now. He’d never take a day of it for granted again.


  Not a single minute.


  And fuck anyone who wanted to tease him about telling Victor he loved him. He didn’t want to fuck the guy—even though his balls were now dangerously close to bashing the guy in the forehead—but yeah, he loved him. More than a brother or a friend, but a partner. What they had, what they’d been through, he knew it was for life.


  His own release drew close and he managed to hold back until he felt and heard Victor moaning under him, triggering one last cycle of orgasms in Donna.


  “That’s it.” He fucked her, hard, enjoying her pleasured squeals as his balls emptied deep inside her.


  One day, maybe, she wouldn’t need the five-year. One day, maybe, it’d be the two of them fucking her silly as much as they could get it up until they got her pregnant.


  For now, he’d try to focus on the now and enjoy what they had.


  He didn’t want to crush Victor under them so he hooked an arm around her waist and rolled to the side so Victor could sit up.


  He was a little slow to move. “You all right?” Uni asked.


  He grinned and leaned in to kiss Donna, then fist-bumped him. “I’m great, buddy. Absolutely fucking great. And I love the hell out of both of you.”


  “Love you both, too,” Donna said.


  Uni’s gaze locked with Victor’s. “Love you both, too, man. Don’t you ever fucking scare us like that again.”


  His grin widened. “Believe me, I don’t want to.”


  Chapter Forty-Four


  


  After two weeks spent at the Atlanta safe house, Donna, Victor, and Uni flew back to Florida with Panda late one evening just a few days before Halloween. In the plane was a good portion of her worldly possessions—two suitcases of clothes. The last two suitcases would be brought back via truck with one of the teams when they returned. The men had gone back to the apartment for her and packed all her clothes.


  She didn’t want to see the apartment. She knew she wouldn’t be able to handle the sight of it, even though the men said there were no traces left of what had happened.


  It would be different, and she’d know the differences.


  Seeing Lisa and Ginny’s things would be too heartbreaking.


  They also brought her a couple of pictures they’d had framed and sitting on the TV stand out in the living room, of the three of them. One taken on their graduation from college, all three of them in caps and gowns, and one taken just a couple of years ago at a friend’s wedding, all smiles and happy.


  That’s how she wanted to remember her friends.


  That one of the last things she’d ever told them was that she loved them.


  She held Scooter during the entire flight, her gaze fixed out the window on the ground and lights thousands of feet below them.


  She wished her first time flying was under more pleasant circumstances.


  On the seat next to her, securely wrapped and padded to protect them, were Ginny and Lisa’s urns. Donna wasn’t sure what she was going to do yet, if she was going to keep them or scatter them in the Gulf of Mexico. Neither of her friends had ever seen an ocean, but she wasn’t sure she could just turn them loose yet.


  A dizzying number of introductions awaited her at the dock, including Papa, the unit’s commander.


  He greeted her with a warm handshake. “Nice to finally meet you, Scooter. Wish it was under better circumstances.”


  She looked back at Uni and Victor. “Guess I don’t get to petition to change that, huh?”


  The men grinned. “Not on your life. We like it.”


  Papa smiled. “What fun would it be if you actually liked your code name?”


  The next morning, her first morning there, Donna stood on the balcony and stared out over the Gulf of Mexico. The purplish early morning light cast everything in soft, romantic shadows that seemed out of place with her new view of the world. She’d seen the Atlantic, once, when she was a kid. Her parents had taken her to Savannah for a weekend.


  A rare treat indeed.


  To now be “living” here, on an island, was like a tropical dream come true in some ways. Especially when she added Uni and Victor to the mix.


  Except a functional numbness had set in that they all warned her was normal. Trying to come to terms with her grief and everything she’d been through, on top of the stress of Victor’s near-miss, meant she’d need time to decompress.


  She wasn’t taking the medicine anymore, better able to deal with everything now. And she’d been throwing herself into her work again, going through the computer data, looking for patterns and finding even more.


  A side note, she’d discovered while trying to correlate news stories to things they’d found in the computer system that a doctor of Mary Silo’s was found dead of an apparent suicide in Albuquerque.


  Too coincidental for any of their tastes.


  Mary Silo—or Kali Enyo, as she’d finally allowed Ax to tell them her new name—hadn’t come in yet. Ax was still talking to her, trying to convince her that they needed her to come in where they could protect her. He thought she’d moved, but she wouldn’t confirm that and he didn’t want to give her any indication he thought that, either.


  The men themselves soon joined her, flanking her on either side and not breaking the quiet of the waves lapping at the shoreline and the soft, gentle breeze.


  “So what do we do when this is all over?” Donna asked. “Where do we go?”


  Not like she had a home anymore.


  It surprised her to realize that, other than the grief over losing her friends, she wasn’t sad to be “homeless.” She had Uni and Victor.


  That was enough.


  Throughout all of this, they were enough.


  “What do you mean?” Uni asked.


  “What’s after this?”


  “Whatever you want,” Victor said. “This is the best news we’ve had, the progress they’ve made. They’re going to kick Kite’s ass and stop it in its tracks. Once that’s done, our job is complete and we’re free to do what we want.”


  “With me?” She knew she shouldn’t keep asking it, but it just…didn’t feel real yet in some ways. Like this was a dream or nightmare she couldn’t get out of. Great in many ways, yet horrific in others.


  She’d lost her friends—adopted family—and gained nearly thirty more in the process.


  The men slipped their arms around her. “Of course, with you,” Uni said. “Why wouldn’t we be with you?”


  “What about your enlistment time? You’re not up yet, right?”


  “We’re not done yet, no,” Victor said. “Still a ways to go. But you’re staying here with us. And when we’re given the all-clear…” He shrugged. “Wherever you want to go. You’re a part of the team. Look at how you found those money trails no one else had.”


  “That was just luck,” she said.


  “No,” Uni insisted, “that was skill. You have banking knowledge. That’s fantastic. And you have a knack for spotting patterns. We can really use that now. We can start sucking Silo dry from the inside out before he even has a chance to know what’s going on.”


  “And because of you,” Victor said, “we found Ax. He’s going to help lead us to Mary Silo.”


  “That was just sheer dumb luck.”


  “Doesn’t matter,” Uni said. “We found you, and now they’ve got a target on the vaccine. It’s a win.”


  “If it’s not a cure yet, then it’s not a win,” she said, leaning her head against Victor’s shoulder. “Only a win is worth losing them, and even then not so much.”


  He kissed the top of her head. “We’re right here, babe. I swear.”


  “I couldn’t protect them.” She felt the prickle of tears and didn’t bother trying to staunch the flow. “I thought they were safe.”


  “We all did,” Uni said, slipping his arms around her waist from behind. “I’m so sorry.”


  They stood there for a moment. “Omega said we’re throwing Junior a birthday party before he goes to join Q’s family.”


  “He’ll be safe there,” Victor said. “And he knows Q’s family already. He won’t be alone.”


  “But…we don’t know where he’ll be.”


  “We can’t,” Uni said. “You know that, and you know why.”


  “Yeah. I do.” She stared out at the water. “I sure as hell do.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Kali Enyo sipped her morning latte at a busy coffee shop in Atlanta. She knew from what Ax had told her that Silo’s team was dead and no longer a threat.


  She wished she could have seen the look on Hannibal’s face when he finally figured that out.


  It was a couple of days before Halloween. She had rented herself a tiny apartment just south of the city upon her arrival there nearly two weeks earlier, and was enjoying exploring the city. She’d nearly talked herself into contacting Ax and asking for a meeting with him, but she wasn’t quite ready yet.


  They were close to a vaccine, the research team was. She was hoping to time any meet-up with them having a vaccine ready to test. She’d volunteer to test it.


  An even better fuck-you to Hannibal and his plans.


  Ax had released another round of video clips, which were the second largest headline, next to the medical advances in Kite. The team was reporting all its findings to the publicly accessible website, and others around the globe were trying to replicate their results with varying degrees of success. It depended on what strains of Kite had mutated in their particular region, what they could get their hands on.


  Hannibal’s live broadcasts had decreased to just a couple a week, unheard of before all of this. It looked like Jerald was trying to portray him as a heartbroken old man.


  But she saw through it. She saw the gleam in Hannibal’s eye, the way he surveyed the crowd during pauses in his sermon, how he was assessing everything.


  He hadn’t changed, and he damn sure wasn’t in ill health.


  He was simply waiting.


  As was she.


  Waiting for her chance.


  Waiting for the perfect chance to stab the monster right in the heart.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jerald had made sure their church staff had planned plenty of alternate activities for the kids for tonight’s Halloween festivities. He’d been settling in there and actually enjoying it. St. Louis was productive in a number of ways. Jerald silently gave thanks to the foresight to wire Hannibal’s quarters for sound. He’d discovered three other contacts the man had that Jerald hadn’t known about, and he quickly converted them to his side.


  He was stalling the Houston project, the staff there instructed to tell Hannibal, if he called, that things were progressing.


  Jerald didn’t want to flood more Kite virus into the country. If the government’s website was to be believed, a vaccine was only months away.


  He damn sure didn’t want to fuck that up.


  Spread the drug, sure, he’d do that. But he wanted to be smart about it.


  Hannibal wanted to blanket the region with the drug. That would look too suspicious. He told his crew to slowly let it trickle out, to let it gradually build, and not to distribute it all in the same place. They were doing very limited distributions at this time, just a selective few people at a time who could, in return, bring more people in. They were being told it was an experimental program, a secret one. A new pain-relief medication trial.


  Desperate people were frequently more gullible.


  The St. Louis lab wasn’t any closer to finding a vaccine than the government was. Farther away, in fact, since they didn’t have any Kite samples to use to test with.


  He’d had a come-to-Jesus talk with that crew as well, to lie their asses off to Hannibal about their results.


  He was slowly and carefully building a cocoon of lies around Hannibal. He could not afford for the man to go off the rails again the way he had with the Atlanta crew.


  Unfortunately, scaring the blogger deeper underground had apparently made their Indianapolis contact throw up his hands and give up. The man had disappeared.


  Whether he’d willingly disappeared or not was still up in the air. With so much money flowing into the guy’s bank account between what he’d paid him and what Hannibal had paid him, it wasn’t a stretch to think he had simply taken off. None of his calls to the man had been returned, and when Jerald had sent someone to the man’s apartment earlier today, they’d found no one there, but all his stuff was there and undisturbed.


  Well, except for his computers. They were missing. But no sign of a struggle or anything else missing.


  All Jerald could do was keep the status quo going for right now until he could get his hands on Mary Silo.


  And have his plans in place for once he did.


  


  * * * *


  


  Halloween night, Bubba sat at the cheap desk, his fingers flying over the laptop’s keyboard. He was in a lot of fucking pain, but that didn’t matter. The safe house they were using for this chore was located in an old apartment building on the outskirts of Indianapolis, and the goddamned elevator had apparently quit working since the time he’d bought the apartment years ago with black ops money. That meant climbing two flights of stairs with his shrapnel-studded back.


  And it put him in an even less-charitable mood than he already was.


  The apartment lay empty and bare except for a couple of chairs, a cot, the desk, and a comfortable desk chair for Bubba. He’d used this place on occasion over the years, but had never needed it fully equipped before.


  Bubba’s friends had brought the subject, and his cell phones and computers, here three days earlier after snatching him from his apartment. They’d kept him on ice until tonight, when Bubba knew they’d have their best chance of an interrogation being the most productive with the least amount of worrying about anyone hearing or reporting anything.


  It should be productive following a few days of fear on the guy’s part as he lay tied up, blindfolded and gagged on the kitchen floor, under guard and naked except for an adult diaper, now combined with some not-so-subtle persuasive tactics. Bubba had stayed clear of the safe house before now because he’d wanted to run surveillance on the guy’s apartment for a few days. He’d also waited to go through the guy’s computers until now because he wasn’t sure if any activity on them would be tracked by others or not.


  Plus he’d wanted to go through the guy’s cell phone records first. Several of them burners, the guy had received numerous calls over the past three days from two different burner cells in St. Louis, as if someone was looking for him. Both male callers, one whom Bubba’s voice recognition software said was Jerald Arbeid, the other Hannibal Silo himself. The men left terse, non-informative messages to call them back.


  Today Bubba had watched on the remote video feed he’d set up as, sure enough, someone had shown up looking for the guy at his apartment. Funny thing was, they broke in and took a look around before making a call to the burner cell in St. Louis Jerald Arbeid had called from, and then left without taking anything.


  Now the fun could really begin. Bubba had an iron-clad connection tied from Silo and Arbeid to this man. With a completely clear conscience, he could begin the in-person interrogation. Had he discovered there wasn’t a solid connection to Silo or Arbeid, he would have had one of his friends bring him the computers only. He didn’t want to harm someone who was innocent.


  That concern had been fully laid to rest.


  At least it hadn’t looked out of place that, when Bubba had arrived tonight to start the fun, he’d been wearing a scary mask. Hell, everyone was wearing masks tonight.


  It was Hallo-fucking-ween.


  It was a bonus that no one had even looked curious over the fact that he carried a tool bag. It was the night of tricks and treats.


  And boy, were they performing a trick.


  Right now, the asshole lay naked on the floor, his arms and legs spread and securely screwed into two two-by-fours spread out on plastic sheeting in the tiny kitchen. He had a dirty sock shoved in his mouth to keep his screams down to a minimum. After the first screw went in through his left wrist, the guy had sung like a fucking canary.


  The other three screws were just for fun, and a fuck-you to the asshole for sending intel info to the team who’d killed Scooter’s friends.


  Bubba had let his two friends who were helping him with this mission, retired buddies of his from his military intel days, handle the wet-work. They hadn’t gotten their hands dirty in years and were thoroughly enjoying themselves.


  Bubba knew he’d be paying for this jaunt later in terms of needing pain meds, especially after those stairs, but he’d wanted to handle this part of the mission personally. Extract a little payback on Scooter’s behalf, and cut this asshole out of existence.


  Literally.


  Besides, he’d missed the hell out of field work.


  This guy had been playing Jerald Arbeid and Hannibal Silo against each other. The trojan he’d launched onto Scooter’s laptop hadn’t grabbed any info from Ax’s computer, because Ax had been smart enough to keep it clean. Fortunately, his brothers weren’t in any danger.


  But another few interesting tidbits cropped up during Bubba’s search of this guy’s computer.


  He swiveled the desk chair around, forcing himself not to wince. “So what the fuck is up with Houston, asshole?”


  One of his friends pulled the dirty sock out of the guy’s mouth and he started to sing again.


  Oh, how their pretty little captive pigeon began to sing.


  Bubba, who was also videotaping this, settled in for a long and productive night with a pleased smile. He pulled a peppermint patty from the bag that sat on the desk by the computer. The unopened bag of candy had been in one the computer bags his friends had grabbed when they’d kidnapped the guy.


  “I love these fucking things,” Bubba said as he unwrapped it and popped it into his mouth, savoring it. “Guess you can afford to buy candy to hand out when you’re taking blood money, huh?”


  “Please, don’t kill me!”


  “Hmm. Funny, that’s exactly what those two poor girls begged before they were murdered. That’s a first-hand report from the assholes who murdered them. Assholes who got information courtesy of you. Said assholes are also dead now, by the way. Give us a reason to keep you alive.”


  Bubba tossed peppermint patties to his friends, who grinned as they unwrapped them and ate them.


  “Don’t forget to pocket the wrappers,” Bubba cautioned. “Don’t want to leave evidence behind.”


  “We look like amateurs?” Kant teased. His hair was completely grey now, but the spark of the twenty-five-year-old he’d first served with still brightly burned in his eyes. “Just because I haven’t been in the field in a while don’t mean I don’t remember the basics.”


  “You should invite us to help you out more often,” Dark added. “This has been a hell of a lot of fun. Ain’t had this much fun in years. Retirement was getting boring as fuck.”


  “The fun’s only just beginning, boys,” Bubba said as he smiled at their captive. “Only just beginning.”


  


  


  THE END
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