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  Code Monkey


  Have a few wrongs to make right? Then you need…the Drunk Monkeys.


  Shasta Myers has had to be the strong one in her family. As a county traffic signal computer programmer, she doesn’t make a lot, but she refuses to compromise her morals for a quick buck as a black-hat hacker.


  Then her world implodes.


  Juju, Delta, and some of the Drunk Monkeys are in Houston to shut down another of Silo’s Kite labs. So when they barely stop the adorably unprepared Shasta from stumbling into a potentially deadly situation, it’s not difficult for the two men to fall hard and fast for her.


  Now the situation’s deteriorating all over the world, and Silo’s ratcheting up the pressure. They’ll need someone of Shasta’s skills to stay a step ahead of the apocalyptically determined minister. Will Shasta’s feelings for Juju and Delta be enough to convince her to join their battle to save the world and what’s left of her family?
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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 November 1st, 2143, the day after we last saw our intrepid band of Drunk Monkeys, and sixteen months post-TMFU—The Massive Fuckup. Which, if you need reminding, was when China nuked the everloving crap out of North Korea for extreme fuckery in the form of unleashing Kite-infected people over their northern border into China.


  And things predictably went downhill from there.


  In our previous installment, Victor had just survived the unit’s closest encounter yet with the Kite virus.


  Lesson learned—never catch a case of crashing Kite. Laboratory sample case, that is.


  Try saying that five times fast.


  No, on second thought, don’t. It’ll take too long. And we’ve got a lot of ground to cover.


  If you’ve been keeping up, you know the Drunk Monkeys now have a secret base on an island just off Florida’s southwest coast. Two more scientists, another woman, and a blogger with visions of revenge have joined them. Rev. Silo is crazier than ever. So crazy that he ordered a team of mercenaries to kill the friends of the woman, Scooter, who just joined the Drunk Monkeys. She’s now partnered with Victor and Uni.


  Sooo…there are even more people who want Rev. Silo’s head on a pike.


  Oh, yeah. Mary Silo, the reverend’s on-the-lam wife, prefers to be known as Kali Enyo now.


  Google it.


  She’s one pissed off goddess in training, all right.


  The Drunk Monkeys have also set up a satellite secret base just outside Atlanta, and the scientists are now able to work with the CDC research facility there. Lots of progress has been made and they’re really close to a vaccine, especially in the wake of Victor’s close call.


  Great news, right?


  Well, not if you’re the Reverend Hannibal Silo of the Church of the Rising Sunset. He still has delusions of grandeur. Worse, now he’s locked in a secret battle with his right-hand man, Jerald Arbeid, for control of the church.


  Problem is, he doesn’t know just how much of a battle he’s got on his hands. Jerald has decided he doesn’t want to play second fiddle to Silo any longer, and is charting a course to get rid of both the reverend, and Mary Silo, once she’s found.


  And you thought you had problems.


  Right now, Silo thinks he’s going to leverage a Kite drug distribution facility in Houston into increased donations from some of his “whales” to help bolster the church’s lagging tithing income.


  Jerald is determined to beach Silo’s plans in any way he can. As are the Drunk Monkeys.


  We left Bubba engaged in some…persuasive discussions, shall we say, with one of the church’s hired computer hackers on Halloween night. Said hacker who’d provided the intel to the team that killed Scooter’s friends. During these discussions, a few new items cropped up.


  Looks like things are going to get interesting. More interesting.


  Shall we?


  Chapter Two


  


  Sometimes, the problem is it is your circus, and those are your monkeys…


  


  


  Shasta Myers tried to stare at the computer monitor in front of her but it grew even blurrier, her eyes feeling scratchy and sore. It was a little after nine in the morning, but she’d been on the job…


  Squinting, she tried to see the time on her monitor.


  Giving up, she took off her glasses and laid them on her desk as she rubbed at her face. She was way overdue for new glasses, but they weren’t in the budget and her health insurance didn’t cover them. It was the day after Halloween. As predicted, they had city crews out working on signal lights and traffic cameras disabled both from accidents and from pranksters going crazy.


  Next to Lou, her boss and the head of their department, she had the most seniority and was, technically, the department’s assistant head, even though she didn’t have a title. In their office, she was one of only seven people qualified to keep Harris County’s integrated traffic control systems up and running, which included the city of Houston.


  And of those seven people, they had two missing. John Bailey and Paul Waxler had been inexplicably absent from work for the past three days, leaving the other five of them hung out to dry and working crazy-long shifts, all owing to governmental budget cuts and a year-long hiring freeze because of the world’s situation, which wouldn’t allow them to bring in anyone else to fill those positions.


  All attempts to contact the missing employees at home, including sending police officers after them, had failed. Waxler’s wife was just as pissed off at him as his coworkers, because he’d disappeared without word, and they had two kids.


  Apparently, it wasn’t the first time he’d gone off on a multi-day bender.


  Bailey lived alone, and there was no sign of him.


  Coincidentally, the two men were friends and frequently spent time together after work and on their days off.


  Shasta had her suspicions about their mutual disappearance, but she’d kept her mouth shut regarding them. Both men had sketchy pasts with alcohol and substance abuse, scuttlebutt that apparently wasn’t part of their official employment records, but which she’d put together from things she’d overheard directly from their own mouths or from trusted others.


  She’d also heard on the news earlier that four people had died locally from heroin-beta overdoses in the past week.


  Normally, that was something that wouldn’t even blip her radar. She couldn’t afford to drink, and she had no interest in doing drugs.


  Considering her own brother was also MIA, and his sketchy history with substance abuse…


  It wasn’t hard to connect the dots and see that pattern forming.


  She’d already been working twenty-one hours straight without so much as a nap. She was ready to put her head on a pillow…or her fist through a face.


  Right now, she was beyond caring which one. Either would satisfy her.


  Preferably a fist through the face of one of her missing coworkers.


  Or through her brother’s face.


  Finally, she dragged herself from her terminal and went to knock on her supervisor’s office door. “Lou, I’m sorry, but I’m dead. I’m going to go lie down. I can’t keep my eyes open.”


  He was head-down over his own terminal. “Okay, go ahead. I really appreciate you toughing this out the way you have.”


  Hell, it wasn’t like he was asking her to do anything he wasn’t willing to do himself. She knew for a fact that the bachelor had spent the last four nights on his office couch and hadn’t left the building.


  In fact, he was now wearing shorts and a T-shirt, since he’d been showering in the employee gym downstairs and was out of clean clothes. No more khakis and button-up shirts for him.


  Hell, for any of them.


  If the county was going to require long-ass guerrilla programming shifts from them to keep the damn county’s traffic lights lit and the cameras online, they were going to have to overlook the department’s failure of its programmers to adhere to the required dress code.


  Otherwise, they’d be facing a mass revolt, leaving no one to mind the store.


  Literally.


  Last one out the door, turn off the traffic lights.


  That would grid-lock Houston in thirty seconds flat.


  Shasta walked into the empty office next to Lou’s and face-planted on the couch.


  That’s where she stayed until someone gently nudged her left shoulder. She awoke to her right arm, which had been pinned under her, screaming from pins and needles.


  And she smelled coffee.


  As she peeled her gritty-feeling eyes open, she discovered Lou standing there, holding a cup of coffee. “Sorry. It’s been four hours, and I’m down to you, me, and Ramirez until ten o’clock tonight. I haven’t slept in nearly twenty-four myself, and Ramirez just fell asleep over his terminal and accidentally shut down half the traffic cams downtown.”


  She managed to shove herself into a relatively upright position and started trying to shake the pins and needles out of her arm. “Thanks.”


  “No problem. I had to let Tesla go home. He has two kids and a wife he hasn’t seen in four days. Sorry. He’ll be back in the morning.”


  “Where the hell are Bailey and Waxler?” she muttered. “And why the fark can’t we replace them?”


  “Believe me, I want to. I already have the process started with HR, but they said I have to wait and go through their ‘corrective protocols,’ unless Bailey and Waxler go a full two weeks straight without coming in or calling. Stupid regs. ‘Procedures.’ Good thing about a government job, it’s damned hard to get fired from. Bad thing about a government job, it’s damned hard to fire some asshole who decides they don’t want to work anymore.”


  “We’re a priority department. Why can’t they bring us in some temps, at least? If we had temps we could stagger the shifts, always have someone experienced on duty.”


  “I know that, believe me. I’ve beaten my head flat against a damned wall trying to get the county administrator to get an emergency order from the county commission and he won’t do it. Says the funds aren’t there.”


  “What?”


  “Right. So we’re at least another eleven days before I can start the firing process.” He leaned against the doorway. “I’m telling ya, Shasta. I know this would fuck my department to lose you, but if you find a better job, take it.”


  “Unless they come through with a Kite vaccine like they’re talking about on the news, not sure there will be any better jobs. Much less any jobs.”


  She should know—she’d already looked more than once. Anyone hiring in IT was either for jobs less than she was being paid now, or doing stuff she wasn’t certified in. Until the world got better and she could get herself some more training and certifications, she was stuck. She had some pretty mad hacker talents, far better than the average script kiddie, but most of those things weren’t skills she could leverage into legally marketable abilities.


  And she refused to become a black hat. She didn’t want to make her living as a criminal, having to always look over her shoulder, unable to trust anyone. If it meant it was hard work scratching out an honest living, then so be it.


  Some lines she would not cross. It wasn’t worth it to her peace of mind. Was she broke? Yeah, but she could go to sleep every night with a completely clear conscience.


  She sipped her coffee. Horrible, as always, due to the crappy taste of the water and the crappy quality coffee.


  “Well, look at it this way,” Lou said. “At least there’s no Kite around here.”


  She thought about the news stories she’d seen discussing the sudden spike of overdoses. “Yeah. Lucky us. Hey, is there any way to finagle me a pair of glasses, at least? I priced them out. I’m looking at about three hundred dollars for an el cheapo pair and I just can’t swing that right now.”


  “I’ll see what I can do.”


  “Either that, or get me a damn movie screen and a projector so I don’t kill my eyesight. I can’t keep doing this.”


  “I know. I’m sorry.”


  She took another sip of the horrible coffee. “I’m not blaming you. It is what it is.”


  “Brother still not home yet?”


  “Not unless he dragged his ass home while I was asleep. I left my phone at my desk.” She squinted at him. “And my glasses.”


  “You need me to get them for you?”


  “No, I can see good enough to get back over there.”


  “You can have seventy-two off once Tesla comes back tomorrow morning.” Lou turned to head back to his office.


  “I’m coming back in yoga pants!” she called after him.


  He laughed. “Hell, I’ll take you in a grass skirt. I don’t care as long as you’re here. Show up in your pajamas and a bathrobe and fuzzy bunny slippers, for all I care.”


  “Good idea. Multi-tasking.” She sipped her coffee. “Sleeping here most the time, anyway,” she muttered. Hell, working in her PJs would mean she could just curl up under her desk or something.


  Office efficiency, right?


  She looked down into her mug of stuff that…was worse than horrible. Its only redeeming feature was that it was hot and supposedly contained caffeine.


  “Damn, this coffee sucks.”


  She dragged herself into the bathroom to use the facilities and splash water on her face. Squinting into the mirror, she tried to study her blurry features and couldn’t, until she leaned in a few inches from the mirror. Couldn’t even make out her own slate-grey blue eyes.


  “They don’t get me some new glasses, I’ll have to get a new damn job.”


  As it was, she had the zoom cranked up as much as she could on her workstation monitors without impacting her active windows. Her primary monitor that she used for other stuff, that was cranked up well past a comfortable zoom level for most people. That all helped a little, but nothing helped when she had to sit in front of the damn thing for over twenty-four hours straight.


  “They are not paying me nearly enough for this bullshit.”


  Unfortunately, no one else would pay her more.


  


  * * * *


  


  I’m twenty-nine damn years old and live with my farking parents.


  The next morning, Shasta squinted against the glare as she stepped outside the building for the first time in a couple of days. Slipping the nonprescription sunglasses over her regular ones, she headed for her car.


  The first thing she wanted to do when she got home was take a shower. Then sleep.


  Sleeeeep.


  She hadn’t come prepared to stay overnight at work for several days in a row, and she was now, admittedly, a little ripe.


  Note to self, pack a shower bag. And a pillow. And extra clothes.


  Chances were, she’d get stuck there again. It was bad enough they were already down to a skeleton crew. Trying to ramrod all those hours into same-said skeleton crew was barbaric.


  Trying to make them operate two people down when they were already understaffed was draconian and cruel.


  I wonder what would happen if I made all the lights in Houston red for about an hour and took a nap.


  Everyone had thought about doing that at least once. Especially lately.


  She’d heard of someone who’d done it once during an overnight shift, just out of curiosity, but wasn’t sure if that was a real story or merely some sys-ad legend.


  Maybe a little of both.


  When she pulled into the driveway of their house, of course her brother’s beater wasn’t parked there.


  Asshole.


  Her parents were barely scraping by as it was. Her dad had gotten hurt while working at the shipyards twelve years ago. They’d screwed him on the workman’s comp claim, and now about all he could do was run a register at a gas station. Her mom was a waitress and worked double shifts several days a week.


  Her brother…


  She wanted to kick him out and bring in a paying renter, but her parents wouldn’t let her. Stuart was twenty-five, four years younger than her. After going in at eighteen and spending four years in the military, instead of coming home and going to college, he’d come home and opted out of the world.


  He’d gotten hurt while on deployment and was supposedly getting VA benefits, but those checks seemed to disappear pretty damn fast despite Shasta demanding he have them direct deposited into a joint account with her so she could dole the money out to him.


  He’d tried rehab—on the government’s tab—three times.


  To her, that was a strikeout.


  She’d worked her ass off all through high school to get a full scholarship to college, including holding down a part-time job for most of high school and college so she could still contribute to the household expenses. Yes, it sucked that her brother had gotten hurt. Yes, it sucked he was still in pain.


  But as far as she was concerned, he’d voluntarily opted out of life instead of trying to actually do something to better himself. There were a lot of people who were a lot worse off than him, in a lot worse pain—missing limbs, massive burns—who went on to be successful in life.


  He’d hurt his back. Okay, that sucked, granted. She didn’t deny he was in pain.


  It didn’t, however, give him the right to become a burden to his family. If he really didn’t think he could work, he should be sitting at home, cleaning the house, cooking dinner for them, sell his damn car, and put a good chunk of his monthly check into helping pay the bills. If he did that, they’d be okay. Their mom wouldn’t have to work herself into exhaustion.


  Hell, their dad had been injured twelve years ago and was in pain and he still worked a job in addition to trying to keep the house from falling down around their heads.


  Stu was eligible for free college courses online and at the community college and wouldn’t take them.


  As far as she was concerned, her brother was letting his family down. And it pissed her off.


  She kept her bedroom door locked so he couldn’t get in and rob her blind. Finally, she’d put a lock on her parents’ door when he’d stolen the TV from their room. Then she’d punched him in the gut and took three hundred dollars he’d had stashed in his wallet and went and bought them another one.


  After she took the keys to his car and tossed them up onto the roof. Then she’d warned him that the next time something disappeared from the house, he would come home to find the locks changed, his car and all his possessions inside it on fire in the middle of the street, and she’d turn him in to the cops for being a junkie, which would likely get him arrested.


  Yeah, she’d been pissed off. Still was.


  It’d also been the last time anything had disappeared from the house like that, but she wasn’t taking any damn chances. Thank god her parents hadn’t been home for that showdown, because they would have intervened. But she told Stu if he dared breathe a word of it to their parents that he would wake up in a jail cell.


  She hadn’t been kidding, either. She loved her little brother, but obviously coddling him hadn’t worked. It was time for tough love, and if she was the only one in the family who’d give it to him, fine. She suspected it was the last chance he had to clean up his act.


  Whether or not he managed that, the last thing she’d do would be to let him drag their parents down with him. If Stu forced her to make that choice, between supporting his ass or protecting their parents, she’d side with protecting their parents every damn time.


  He wasn’t a kid anymore. He wasn’t the boy who could adorably wheedle and beg her into “helping” him do his math homework, which had nearly always ended up with her doing his homework for him.


  Maybe that was the problem. Maybe she’d been the enabler early on. Maybe she’d trained him that big sis and their ’rents would be his safety net.


  No more.


  This latest round of bullshit from Stuart was the last straw, as far as she was concerned. He was obviously not going to change, and she couldn’t support her parents and his lazy ass by herself. They couldn’t sell the house and get anything from it to use to move into a smaller apartment, either. Their neighborhood wasn’t exactly a hotbed of real estate investment. They were better off than a lot of people, but it wasn’t a destination location.


  Not that her parents would do that, anyway. The house was paid for, paid off, because her mom had inherited it when her dad died. It was the only reason they could live there, but some months it was an iffy stretch to pay all the bills.


  Hence why Shasta still needed new glasses.


  She was the only one home right now, fortunately. After getting her shower and scarfing down some cold pizza her mom had probably brought home from work—at least one benefit to her working there, free food at the end of the night—Shasta locked her bedroom door behind her and face-planted into the middle of her bed.


  There, she dropped into an exhausted, dreamless sleep.


  Chapter Three


  


  Shasta awoke twelve hours later to the soft sound of a TV playing in the living room and darkness beyond her window curtain. She fumbled around for her phone, squinting at it and discovering it was nearly ten o’clock that night.


  Holy crap.


  She stumbled out to the bathroom, used it, and then splashed water on her face. She hadn’t put on her glasses yet despite her blurry vision. Sometimes it helped if she gave her eyes a little rest. Wasn’t like she was trying to drive or something.


  Her parents sat out in the living room, watching TV.


  “Hey, sweetheart,” her mom said, tipping her head back for a kiss on the cheek. “I was surprised to see you home.”


  “Me, too,” Shasta mumbled. She kissed her dad’s cheek. “I can’t even remember how long I was at work. But I got seventy-two off, and just spent twelve of it sleeping, I guess.”


  “Wow,” her dad said. “What’s going on?”


  She rounded the couch to sit on her mom’s other side and tell them the latest, about the two missing coworkers.


  Her parents shared a glance that she spotted even with her blurry vision. “Let me guess,” Shasta said. “Stu hasn’t come home yet?”


  “He’s not answering his cell, either,” her father said. “Or texts. He finally texted me around noon today that he was fine and with friends and he’d check in later.”


  Shasta groaned as she tipped her head back against the couch. She knew what that meant.


  Wasn’t her first rodeo with the kid.


  That meant he had hooked up with a group of people with what he considered good drugs, and he would keep hanging out with them until the drugs or his money—or both—ran out and he needed to come home to crash.


  “Any idea where?” she asked.


  “Not this time, no.” Her father looked at her. “Your mother and I were talking. Maybe you’re right. This is his last chance with us. We don’t want to cut him off without talking to him one more time, at least.”


  Her mother sniffled as she leaned over against Shasta and rested her head on her daughter’s shoulder. “You’re working your ass off. There’s a girl where I work, a couple of years younger than you, and she’s got a little girl who’s six. They’re staying at a shelter because her husband beat her up. She could pay a hundred a week, plus buy food.”


  Holy. Crap. A hundred a week would almost pay their electric bill. Coming into winter, normally they had a lower electric bill. Except last winter had been freakishly cold and they’d used the central heat a lot, meaning an electric bill almost as high as in the summer.


  This winter was predicted to be just as bad.


  A hundred a week was way more than Stu was contributing. And if they were buying or providing food, it meant less of a drain on their budget that way. Hell, that hundred a week would mean maybe she could buy some new glasses.


  Her parents struggled to keep their health insurance paid so that her father could get the meds he needed to function, and to pay for their vehicles. Not to mention property taxes and homeowners insurance and flood insurance and all the upkeep and repair expenses required of a sixty-year-old house.


  On paper, their basic monthly housing expenses didn’t look bad…until you factored everything else into the mix.


  Which was why she wished she could talk them into walking away from the house and getting into an apartment. Then, all they’d have to pay would be rent and utilities and renter’s insurance. No more repairs or taxes or any of that stuff.


  Hell, she could almost afford that on her own, if she had to, leaving their pay available to get them caught up.


  They had no retirement savings. The house was their retirement. Or, was supposed to be, before the world went to shit with Kite.


  Goddamned Stuart.


  Shasta didn’t know when the tipping point between loving her brother and being ragingly angry at him had finally hit. Maybe it was seeing the pain in her father’s eyes, or the exhaustion in her mom’s face.


  Somewhere, in the past couple of weeks, she’d hit her “done” point.


  “I’ll find him and talk to him,” Shasta said.


  “Maybe he’ll listen to you.” Her father didn’t sound very hopeful, though.


  “Not sure if he’ll listen to me, but I might be able to scare the crap out of him.”


  “Whatever you have to do,” her mom said. “Sorry we’re not much good right now.”


  “No, dammit, you shouldn’t have to ride his ass. He’s a damn adult. Don’t you two feel in any way guilty about this.”


  Her mom smiled but it looked sad. “We’re parents. Hard not to feel guilty. We should be taking care of you guys.”


  “That ride ended when we became adults,” Shasta insisted. “If we were kids, yeah, I’d agree. But we’re not kids anymore even though he’s acting like one.” She got up and walked down the hall to his bedroom. She opened the door and surveyed the space.


  A mess.


  Not a hoarder kind of mess, but still a mess. Dirty clothes on the floor, the bed unmade, and who knew how long it’d been since he’d washed his sheets.


  “Ugh.” She grabbed his garbage can and cleared off the top of his dresser of old food. Three plates with stuff crusted on them had been stacked there, as well as two glasses.


  She carried those out to the kitchen sink and got them soaking in hot water while she emptied the garbage can and put a clean bag in it. Normally, she wouldn’t do that for him, but if his room got bugs in it, that would be one more damn thing for them to have to take care of before they could rent it out.


  More work for us.


  Now that she was on a tear, she grabbed another garbage bag and scooped up all his dirty clothes from the floor and dumped them in, shoved the bag into his closet, and closed the door.


  That alone helped a lot.


  He could get them washed somewhere else if he wanted once he moved out.


  She damn sure wasn’t doing it for him.


  Her parents had gone to bed and she was cleaning the kitchen when she heard the front door open around one a.m.


  Grabbing a butcher’s knife from the block on the counter, she crept around the corner to find Stu sneaking in.


  She flipped on the living room light, scaring him. He flashed those baby blue eyes at her and sheepishly grinned. “Oh. Hi, sis.”


  She brandished the knife at him. “Don’t you ‘hi, sis’ me, asshole,” she practically growled, keeping her voice down. “Where the fuck have you been?”


  She knew from the look on his face exactly where he’d been. Getting high somewhere, and he was still high.


  “Um, you know. Around.” He spotted the knife in her hand and backed up a step. “Hey, you want to point that somewhere else?”


  “No. Mom and Dad and I had a talk. This is your absolute last chance to straighten the fuck up. You’re not paying money into the household expenses. You show up whenever the hell you want and eat our food and you don’t do a lick of work around here. Time’s up. You have twenty-four hours to either start cleaning yourself up, and paying for your keep, or I’m shoveling your shit outside and getting someone in here who will pay rent and help us around the house.”


  “Whoa, calm down!” He reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet. Opening it, he pulled out some bills and handed them to her with a smile. “There. See? Money.”


  She counted it out. “Five hundred dollars?” He wasn’t due for his next benefit check for another week. He never had five dollars in his pocket this time of the month, much less five hundred. “Where the hell did you get this?”


  He grinned. “Got a job. Now don’t you feel stupid?”


  Her bullshit meter went off. “Doing what?”


  “Sales, sort of.”


  She shoved him back against the wall. “You bring drugs into this house and I will kill you myself. Don’t you fucking dare jeopardize Mom and Dad and me.”


  He held his hands up, trying to appease her. “Whoa, sis, calm down. Would I do that?”


  “Yeah, you would.”


  “I’m not bringing drugs into this house. Don’t worry.”


  “Then what kind of sales is it? Where are you working?”


  “It’s a temporary gig. It’s a pharmaceutical research company and—”


  She shoved him, hard, against the wall again. “Fucking drugs!”


  “No! Well, yes, but research. Legal drugs. I swear!” He kept his hands up, didn’t try fighting her off. “Hey, I was at the VA pain clinic a few days ago and this guy was looking for test subjects. Look at me.”


  He finally stepped sideways out of her grip and did a little tap dance in place. “When was the last time you’ve seen me do that? This is legit.”


  Her eyes widened as she stepped back. Even deep in a high, he still had pain. Getting high only made him not give a shit about the pain. “Do that again.”


  Still grinning, he did a little dance in place. “See?”


  “What…what the hell?”


  “It’s a neuroblocker or something. I don’t understand it.”


  She didn’t want to let hope creep in. She’d been down that road with him before and it only got her hurt. “Is that where you’ve been?”


  “Yeah. Holy cow, I feel great! I was going to tell Dad, but since it’s a preliminary study, they said they can’t have him in it yet because he’s related to me.”


  “So what, exactly, are you doing?” The bullshit buzzer was still clanging in her brain, only not as loudly now.


  “Finding them people for the program. I get a kickback for every person, as well as free meds.” He stepped forward. “Sis, I swear, this is legit.”


  “They know you use?”


  “Yeah, they said it doesn’t matter. Honestly? As good as I feel right now, I don’t have any desire to use. I haven’t felt this damned good since I got hurt.” His expression turned sad. “Sis, I swear. I know I’ve sucked as a brother and a son lately, but this is it. This is my chance.”


  “Why are they doing this secretly?”


  “Because apparently all the government bullshit right now with Kite research going on, every available lab is supposed to be working on that and nothing else. They’d just started their clinical trials when all that hit the fan. So they’re doing these small-scale tests locally, under the radar, to make sure everything’s okay so that when a Kite vaccine is found and they can openly go back to their research, they already have data.”


  Nope, back to bullshit. “You don’t find that…fishy?”


  “No, man. And the place is clean. A real lab, not some meth house set up in someone’s shed.”


  “Where is it?”


  “I can’t say. I put the researchers in contact with potential test subjects and they go from there.”


  “If this is a secret, why are you telling me? And why can’t you talk them into taking Dad?”


  “They said once this round of research is done and they have their data compiled, then they’ll talk about expanding the field. He’s first on the wait list, I swear he is.”


  “You going to tell Mom and Dad?”


  “I can’t. Please, don’t tell them.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because they could kick me out of the program for even telling you.”


  “Then why’d you tell me?”


  He pointed to the knife still in her hand. “Because I love you, but you scare the crap out of me even without the knife, sis.”


  She laid it on the coffee table. “Last chance,” she said. “Your dirty clothes are in a bag in your closet. You need to wash them. Clean your damn room up. Wash your sheets.”


  “That’s one of the reasons I came home tonight. I actually feel like I can do that. I have to leave again tomorrow afternoon. I’ll be going out for about three days at a time between times I come home. They’ve been putting us up at a hotel downtown.”


  “So are you going to be disappearing again?”


  “Not disappearing. Sorry I couldn’t reply to the calls and texts, but they have a cell phone jammer on the lab for security.”


  This still smelled soooo much like bullshit. “You realize I haven’t even been able to get new glasses because of all this, right? I can barely see to do my damn job. And now we’re down two people at work and working two and three days straight to keep the city moving.”


  “Oh. Well, here.” He pulled his wallet out again and handed her another five hundred dollars. “They gave us an extra stipend for stuff for the week. I won’t use all of it. You take it.”


  Her jaw gaped. “What?”


  She was so stunned to have one thousand dollars, cash, in her hands that she wasn’t prepared for it when he hugged her. “Yeah. I’m sorry I’ve been a dick. Go get yourself new glasses, sis. Things will be great from here on out, I promise.”


  He turned and headed for his room.


  The money lay there in her hands. Counting it again, and once more, it was still one thousand dollars.


  I wonder if it’s even real?


  She didn’t know, but if it was counterfeit she was going to turn her brother in to the cops her damn self.


  She folded the money and put it in her back pocket before grabbing the knife to return it to the kitchen.


  Chapter Four


  


  Juju and Delta sat, staring at each other across the card table.


  “Well?” Juju asked.


  Delta stared at him with those deep brown eyes, not blinking.


  Between them on the table sat the last piece of pizza.


  “I’m thinking,” Delta said in a soft, velvety purr. The one that got them laid plenty of times, when they were in a position to get themselves laid.


  Although it’d been a long damn time since that had happened, unfortunately.


  Juju groaned. “Oh, come on, man! You don’t even want it. You’re just fucking with me.”


  Omega walked in. “What’s going on? Ooh, pizza.” Before Juju could stop him, their unit’s quartermaster scooped up the last slice of pizza. “Thought it was all gone.”


  Juju glared up at him. “Maybe someone wanted it.”


  Omega arched an eyebrow at him. “Maybe someone should have spoken up. Or eaten the damn thing instead of sitting there staring at it.” At six five, the large man looked even more imposing than he already was as light gleamed off his freshly shaven ebony skull.


  “I was waiting on him.” Juju pointed across the table at his partner.


  Delta grinned.


  “You know you outrank him, right?” Omega observed as he folded the piece of pizza in half lengthwise and took another bite out of it. “You could have ordered him to let you have it.”


  “We try not to do that,” Juju muttered.


  “Well, there’s your problem.” Omega chuckled as he turned and left the room.


  Delta leaned back, arms crossed over his chest, grinning like a Cheshire cat. “Fortune favors the bold, my friend. You could have simply taken it.”


  “Maybe this is why we haven’t been laid in over two years,” Juju grumbled as he stood and shoved his chair back. Sometimes, coming to a consensus between the two of them was about as successful as trying to make the repelling sides of two magnets stick together.


  Juju picked up his mess kit and the pizza box. The box went in the trash, and he washed his mess kit out in the sink.


  They were now part of the temporarily semi-permanent detail at the satellite safe house not far outside of Peachtree City, Georgia, helping the scientists who were going back and forth to the CDC and trying to nail down a Kite vaccine.


  All five of the scientists in their unit’s care had been given new identities. Outside of their unit, only Archie, who was the commanding officer of SOTIF13 and now head of security at the Atlanta CDC complex—as well as Victor’s older brother—Bubba, and General Arliss knew the scientists’ true identities. And not all of the scientists were there in Georgia, either. The scientists took turns rotating out between Georgia and their primary safe house in southwest Florida.


  Nobody wanted them all in the same place at the same time now out of an abundance of caution.


  Right now, Waldo and Q were here in Georgia. Sin, Mama, and Canuck were working in the Florida lab. Victor’s recent recovery after a bout with Kite had been a boon to their research, although it had been scary as shit for all of them.


  They were doing live testing now in the CDC facility on that vaccine. The research in Florida was still focused on studying how the virus was mutating, and trying to work backward to help beat some of the other strains. Like influenza, Kite was changing. Unlike influenza, it was mutating faster than they could keep up with it, but at least it seemed to mostly be mutating into less lethal variations.


  Unfortunately, if left to its own devices, Kite the virus would completely burn through the world’s population before it mutated all the way down into something resembling the common cold.


  At least they had hope now. Doc, their unit’s medic, who’d also survived a bout with a less lethal strain of Kite, and his partners Tango and Pandora, had already guinea pigged a trial serum that made them immune to the strains of Kite derived from what Victor had survived. The rest of SOTIF1 had been likewise inoculated, including the scientists and civvies. Now the scientists were working on trying to put together enough to inoculate all of SOTIF13 and the rest of the staff at the Atlanta CDC. It wouldn’t make them immune to all strains of Kite, but it looked like it would help them fight off most of the worst of it.


  They were still at least a month away from being able to put a final vaccine into production, though. They couldn’t produce a vaccine, declare it a win, and not make sure the virus wouldn’t then mutate into another lethal variety that rendered the vaccine useless. They didn’t want the public to have false hope that the vaccine would completely protect them. Yes, anything was a good start, and a definite check in the win column, but they couldn’t have people getting infected because they stopped taking precautions due to getting a vaccine.


  Plus they had to thoroughly test it, keep trying it against as many strains as they could. Any varieties of Kite it didn’t work against, they needed to find out those commonalities and see what could be added to it to make it work.


  They needed to be sure, and they needed to make sure the vaccines covered as wide a swath of the virus signature as possible.


  For now their Georgia contingent consisted of him and Delta, Omega, Echo, and Chief, and Uncle and Zed. Their personnel switched out depending on where they needed them. Clara, and her two guys, Oscar and Yankee, were slated to rotate up here in a couple of days. Papa didn’t like spreading the unit so thin between the two locations, but it wasn’t as bad with SOTIF13 running security at the CDC facility. Their helo pilot helped pick up the slack when Victor wasn’t there.


  Right now, Victor, Uni, and their third, Scooter, who’d just joined their unit, were down in Florida. Between Scooter’s friends getting murdered by Rev. Silo’s hired mercenaries, and Victor contracting Kite, Papa wanted to give the three a couple of days of downtime before having to split them up again with Victor returning to Georgia. SOTIF13’s helo pilot filled in for Victor, using the Drunk Monkeys’ helo to shuttle personnel between their new secret satellite base outside of Peachtree City and the CDC research facility in Atlanta.


  Besides, Scooter wasn’t a fighter. She’d worked at a bank, and she was great at spotting patterns, especially in financial data. They wanted her on-site with Pandora, using the two of them to help Bubba sift through and analyze the data he was still pulling from the Church of the Rising Sunset’s servers.


  And they had Ax, the hacker in touch with Mary Silo, at the Georgia satellite base, too. They’d left the comfortable house they were first in, now that they had the satellite facility up and running. Four former offices had been converted into dorm rooms, with more space out in the warehouse area, a fully functioning lab, kitchen, and bathrooms with showers. They still had several offices in the building to convert into quarters, which would happen eventually.


  All out in the middle of nowhere.


  They would have moved Ax to Florida, except he was trying to work on Mary Silo, earn her trust to talk her into coming in, come to them, so they could move her to Florida as well and keep her safe.


  Apparently, Mary Silo had plans of her own she wasn’t revealing to Ax. Ax wasn’t sure what those plans were, but it was no secret that she wanted her husband dead for how he’d tortured her for over forty years.


  The Drunk Monkeys were good with that, and would even help make it happen once the time was right, but they needed to be sure Hannibal Silo didn’t have any fail-safes in place first.


  The absolute last thing they needed was the man releasing more Kite virus into the wild. They had enough problems to deal with. The CDC was pulling in more solid casualty numbers. So far, all the new deaths from the Kite virus were traceable directly back to the LA basin infection, which had been contributed to by Silo’s Preachsearch Project. The infections on the east coast had been contained and were slowing as they ruthlessly got ahead of the virus.


  Meaning innocent people who weren’t testing positive were getting euthanized with po-clo, despite what the President had told people a couple of weeks ago. But the ruthless strategy was working. There had been no new reported infections in the New York area in four days, and the most common strain there had been incorporated into the vaccine testing in Atlanta. All public safety, medical, first responders, and military personnel in New York would secretly be getting the experimental vaccines as soon as possible.


  And cold weather had set in, helping further slow the spread of the Kite virus. The homeless were being driven inside to shelters, where a clean needle program was instituted to prevent any spread there among drug addicts. It didn’t hurt that there’d been a mass exodus from the city when the Kite virus was first discovered there, dropping the population by half.


  Finally, there was some hope. Had Kite exploded unchecked in New York and the northeast US the way it had in LA, no one in authority doubted the result would have been even more catastrophic.


  Even the public demonstrations had died down in light of the progress being made on the virus. Government food banks were being set up, easing some fears and relaxing tensions even more. People were still broke and scared, but at least they didn’t have to worry about how to feed their families. The President had also signed several executive orders forbidding electricity and natural gas from being turned off for nonpayment over the winter months, and forcing hospitals and doctors to treat people regardless of their ability to pay.


  Another two tensions, relaxed.


  General Arliss, the Drunk Monkeys’ commander and the man in charge of the SOTIF program, had been behind those moves as well. He’d known that if you took away some of people’s biggest worries, that most of them would stop protesting. Which helped prevent the spread of Kite even more by keeping large crowds from gathering.


  They were, hopefully, looking at a more peaceful winter.


  “I’m getting sick of this quiet,” Delta said.


  Juju wheeled around to face him, jaw gaping. “What the hell’s wrong with you? Are you trying to jinx us?”


  Delta shrugged. “You know me. I like to be doing something. Not much up here for me to do.” He shrugged. “I’m bored.”


  “Seriously. Are you trying to jinx us?”


  “No, I’m just being honest.”


  “So you’re saying you’d rather be down in Florida with six sets of people fucking their brains out at night around us?”


  Delta’s gaze dropped. “No.”


  It was bad enough with Omega, Echo, and Chief in the building. At least Chief was a working part of the team, between her law enforcement experience and her past history as an MP while in the military. She took watches, went on missions, could help guard the scientists.


  He didn’t begrudge his brothers their happiness, but when his own cock had forgotten what it felt like to be inside a pussy, the last thing he needed to hear was a bunch of people screwing around at night.


  “Then shut up,” Juju told him. “And be careful what you wish for. I’ll take this assignment over slogging through jungles in Vietnam with raging Kiters on our tail.”


  Delta shrugged. “Guess I’d take a couple thousand Kiters in a jungle over a couple million of them in the Atlanta metroplex,” he said.


  Chills raced up Juju’s spine. “You sure know how to kick Fate right in the balls and piss him off, doncha?” It wasn’t that Juju was superstitious—


  Fuck that, he absolutely was superstitious. “We’ve been damned lucky so far,” Juju reminded him. “Just remember that and instead of bitching that you’re bored, be thankful that you’re bored, because it could always be worse.”


  “Not saying it can’t be worse or that I want it to be worse. I’m just saying that I don’t feel like I’m contributing anything.”


  Juju shook his head. “You’re contributing to keeping the scientists safe. They’re going to save our asses. The whole world’s asses. Just keep that in mind. If you’re so fucking bored, go talk to Omega and have him give you something to do, like building out another bunk room or something.” He turned, glaring at his partner. “And fuck that, I’m absolutely gonna pull rank. That’s an order.”


  Even though they were both twenty-eight, Juju had made sergeant while Delta was still a specialist, mechanical. Delta’s skills lay mostly in repairing military equipment, not general skills like Annie and Ak had, but he’d been useful over the years.


  Delta stood, smiled, and flipped Juju a bird before going to wash his mess kit.


  Juju leaned against the counter and shook his head as he watched the guy. He loved Delta like a brother, but sometimes the guy really hit every last wrong nerve in Juju and set him off.


  In at least half of those circumstances, he was convinced Delta did it on purpose, just to get a rise out of him. Like a farking science experiment or something.


  Unlike some of the guys in their unit who’d served together before or even went through basic together, he and Delta had never met before making the cut for the SOTIF team and getting assigned to SOTIF1. They’d sort of fallen in together as a result, rather than face “last kid picked” syndrome when it was obvious that’s the way it would shake out anyway.


  Thank god he’s not an asshole all the time.


  Chapter Five


  


  November 3rd, Kali Enyo perused the world news on her tablet as she sat in the Atlanta coffee shop and sipped her morning coffee. Excitement and hope were beginning to run high all over the globe as it looked like scientists in Atlanta were closer than ever to a possible Kite vaccine. Online news stories were starting to reflect this attitude.


  She hoped they were right.


  Kali Enyo also looked for any new information regarding a man. A very distinctive man.


  A man she planned to kill.


  The woman formerly known as Mary Silo had been married to him. Technically was still married to him, even though she considered their separation an unofficial divorce.


  After nearly forty years, she was sick of the sadistic, narcissistic monster, and even more sick over what he’d been planning to do before she escaped and basically shut him down due to the police watching him.


  He’d been planning on installing a barely legal teenaged girl as a “wife” in each of the church’s strongholds he’d constructed. And he’d been building up a sperm bank to fertilize willing volunteers with his seed, all in the name of trying to rebuild the country in his image.


  No way in hell she’d let that happen.


  Ax, her hacker friend, sent her an instant message.


  You around?


  He was the man who ran the blog putting out the video evidence she’d stolen from Hannibal’s computer, videos he’d taken over the years of him brutalizing her in bed. Hannibal and his weasel of a helper, Jerald Arbeid, had claimed the videos were just sex tapes between a loving couple, but that the audio portion was doctored.


  She responded. Enjoying my coffee.


  Ax had opened up to her over the past several weeks. He was now, if he was to be believed, embedded with the Drunk Monkeys, a military special ops unit dedicated to saving the world from Kite.


  It was a happy coincidence that ruining her husband’s plans had also become a hobby of theirs, since some of his plans had included trying to spread the Kite virus in the country.


  Ax’s parents had died in a mysterious hit-and-run accident that was never solved. At the time of her death, his mother had been working on a scathing story about Hannibal and his political influence. And Ax, then just a young boy, had seen a strange man in their home the night their parents died. A man who took his mother’s computer and notes.


  He’d made it his life’s mission to ruin Hannibal Silo, so it was only right the two of them had found each other.


  She’d come to care for Ax, strangely enough, even though they’d never met face-to-face. He was only thirty-two, and would have been around the same age of any child she would have had, had Hannibal not forcibly gotten her tubes tied and denied her the one thing she’d always dreamed of.


  Children.


  She’d been hiding out in St. Louis. With the winter setting in early, she’d moved south to Atlanta, knowing that’s where Ax and the Drunk Monkeys were. If she got into trouble and needed help, better to have it close by, where she could reach out to them, than be alone.


  Her plan had been to infiltrate the church’s St. Louis stronghold and kill Hannibal there, but now she wanted to wait and see what happened with the vaccine.


  Completely disgracing him and hopefully getting him thrown in jail would be utterly satisfying as well. Then she could take over the church, set it on a course of humanitarian care, and erase all traces of her husband from its history.


  Then she could retire and enjoy the smug satisfaction of knowing he’d rot in jail and be cursing her name.


  Or maybe she’d just kill him and take over anyway. Surely the Drunk Monkeys could help her there. Let him suddenly “disappear” after she returned. Claim he was on the run for his crimes.


  Decisions, decisions.


  Ax responded. The vaccine testing is going well.


  Excellent. When are you releasing the next video?


  I had two more bids for exclusivity. Probably by Friday, depending on how the bidding goes.


  She grinned. When she left Hannibal, she’d also transferred a considerable sum of money into another account. Far more than she’d need to spend the rest of her life comfortably. In return for helping her take on a new identity, Kali had told Ax he could sell the videos and other clips and keep all the proceeds.


  Wonderful. That’ll ruin Hannibal’s weekend.


  The Drunk Monkeys were helping Ax stay hidden so Hannibal’s computer people couldn’t track him down.


  There’s supposed to be another winter storm coming next week.


  She glanced up at the TV in the coffee shop, which was broadcasting the Weather Channel. Yes, she’d seen that news.


  I’ll be all right, she assured him. I have taken precautions.


  She had to assume Ax knew she wasn’t in St. Louis any longer. He probably knew she was in Atlanta. But she didn’t want to come in yet.


  She’d spent the last forty years under Hannibal’s thumb, drugged out of her mind and forced to comply with his every craven, disgusting whim.


  Freedom tasted far too sweet to give it up yet. Even to give it up to safety.


  Hannibal’s men hadn’t found her. Wouldn’t find her. Not now. She’d been far too careful and with her new identity and new appearance, no one would recognize her.


  And she’d purchased herself a gun while in St. Louis, learned how to use it. Practiced a couple of times a week with it.


  She’d taken self-defense classes, too. She was no martial arts expert, but she knew she could easily take on Hannibal.


  From all the walking she’d been doing, she knew she was also in far better physical shape than Hannibal.


  Simple pleasures such as deciding what and when she ate, what she wore, where she went—all of that was too delicious to relinquish. The scientists would find a vaccine, of that she felt certain. Once they did, Ax would tell her that, and then she’d make arrangements to come in on the condition that they did her a solid, as they said.


  By the time that happened, she would know in her heart how she wanted to finish off Hannibal Silo. And if they wanted her help, they’d have to help her do it.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ax couldn’t help but worry about Mary Silo.


  Kali Enyo, he reminded himself.


  She’d spent forty years sheltered, tethered, imprisoned.


  Now she was out in the world and discovering everything it held.


  He didn’t want her to escape Hannibal Silo just to have her get mugged or something.


  He typed a reply. I worry about you.


  I know you do and I appreciate it. It’s nice to have someone genuinely care about me for a change.


  I’m not saying this to scare you, but I want to meet you at some point. I want to at least give you a hug for all you’ve done for me.


  Her reply was slow in coming. Done for you? You have that backward. I want to hug you for all you’ve done for me. You gave me a new life by helping me. If it wasn’t for you I couldn’t have gotten free and stayed free.


  He put it out there. I was six when Mom and Dad died. I hope this doesn’t sound stupid, but I kind of think of you as a mom.


  Another lag he thought meant maybe she’d dropped off-line, but then she replied. That man stole my ability to have children. No telling how many others he’s been responsible for dying over the years. I consider it an honor that you think of me like that, and would be proud to call you my son.


  He glanced around. He was in one of the offices in the safe house facility that they hadn’t converted to another purpose yet. Alone, fortunately, because he found himself sniffling and wiping at his eyes.


  Thanks. :) I’m going to let you go. Please keep in touch with me.


  He was about to shut down the connection when she replied. I will. What are you doing for Thanksgiving?


  He thought about it for a moment. Honestly? He didn’t know. He wouldn’t be with his brothers. Bubba had already relocated them out of the area. They were safe and provided for. Even when he was with them, in years past after Aunt Cora died, usually one or more of them was working. Sometimes they went to a restaurant or got a chicken and baked it. It wasn’t like they’d had a lot of money to do much else.


  I don’t know yet.


  Keep the date open for me. I’ll let you know. But it has to be you alone.


  His heart raced. Sure thing. Do you want me to come to St. Louis?


  No, I’ll come to you. Stay safe, son. I’ll be in touch. :)


  She ended the connection.


  He sat back, smiling. They’d told him they wouldn’t force him to locate her, even though he knew he likely could. He’d given Kali a crash course early in her escape about staying safe online, hiding her location.


  Absolutely, he trusted the Drunk Monkeys. About the only people he could trust with any degree of certainty in this world.


  While he was online, he tried to contact his friend, Tank. Part of a self-proclaimed anarchist group that called themselves the Freedom World Fighters, they were trying to get the word out about how the military had blown up Barstow, and how they were hiding the truth about Kite casualties and what happened in LA.


  Tank didn’t know what was going on with Ax, or that he was involved with releasing the information about Rev. Silo, but Ax was trying to keep tabs on her little group and feed her information and donations whenever possible. The Drunk Monkeys knew about her and knew he was keeping her in mind as a back-up source of help should they ever need her.


  Right now, last he’d heard, they were camped out in Omaha, squatting in a vacant office building and planning to ride out the winter there. He’d held that part back from the Drunk Monkeys, though.


  Didn’t want to give away all of his secrets.


  The FWF had gotten the power going—he didn’t want to know how—and were running various intelligence operations against the military machine, trying to dodge the attempts to squelch every last bit of information about Barstow and LA and what really happened as soon as it was posted online.


  He definitely didn’t want them trolling around in his pond with the Church of the Rising Sunset. If they knew Rev. Silo had a hand in spreading Kite and what happened in LA that led up to Barstow being destroyed, they’d be all over the preacher’s operation like flies on shit.


  Silo was his target. His, and Kali Enyo’s. And he wanted to be the one to help finish him off for good.


  If for no other reason, so he could put the ghosts of his parents to rest in his mind.


  Tank didn’t appear to be online at that moment, so he shut down his laptop and headed out into the common room that was their kitchen and dining room.


  Juju and Delta were cleaning up from their lunch.


  “Hey,” Juju said. “Any news from Mary Silo?”


  “No,” Ax fibbed. “I think once the vaccine’s confirmed I’ll be able to talk her in. Right now I’m just trying to keep tabs on her.”


  “She still in Atlanta?”


  “Yeah, I think so.”


  “That’s good.” Juju leaned against the counter. “She knows we just want to help her, right?”


  “She does. I really think she’s enjoying herself too much to come in yet. Did you see the evidence of what that bastard did to her?”


  He looked a little ill. “Yeah. ’Nuff said. I’d probably be enjoying myself, too, if I finally had freedom after forty years with a bastard like that.”


  “Yeah,” Delta said. “She’s probably living it up right now.”


  “You still want to go shoot today?” Juju asked, changing the subject.


  “Absolutely,” Ax said. He had no clue how to defend himself before now. The unit had offered to teach him self-defense skills, including firearms.


  He knew it wasn’t exactly altruistic on their part. They wanted anyone travelling with them to be able to pick up a gun and defend themselves or their teammates. All of the women who’d joined the unit had learned at least the basics, if they didn’t already know them. Donna—Scooter, he reminded himself—would be learning those things once she was settled in at the Florida base. Annie and Chief and the men would all work with her.


  What Ax didn’t tell them was that he had an ulterior motive of his own. If he had a chance to stand face-to-face with Hannibal Silo, he wanted to know he could take the man down himself.


  Make him pay for the deaths of his parents.


  And Ax would make sure Silo knew their names before the man drew his last breath.


  Chapter Six


  


  The next morning, after Shasta had a short nap in an attempt to right her body’s capsized natural clock, she cooked her parents breakfast when they got up to go to work.


  Shasta already peeked on her way to the kitchen. Stu was asleep in his room.


  His clean room.


  Apparently, he’d done his laundry, too.


  Maybe it’s April 1st and not November 3rd. This sure feels like a trick.


  “Sweetie, you didn’t have to do this,” her mom said as they sat to eat.


  “Yeah, well, I did because I wanted to, and I have to tell you that Stu’s back.”


  “He is?” They both sounded shocked.


  She gave a quick explanation that he’d gotten a job working at the VA in an experimental program and would have some weird hours for now because of his shifts. And that he might actually sleep at the VA some nights.


  She despised lying to her parents, but Stu had produced green and cleaned his room, both of which were hell-thriving-snowball moments to begin with. She’d cut him a little slack, at least.


  “So I can get glasses today,” she said.


  “That’s great!” Her mom looked like she was close to tearing up. “I’m…I’m still going to say that this is his last chance. If he screws this up, well, we have to be able to support ourselves.” She nodded as if trying to convince herself of that.


  Her father stared down at the table. “He’s not dealing drugs, is he?” he quietly asked. “That’s awfully funny that he’s just…better.”


  “No, Dad, I don’t think so. I mean, I thought so at first, but even he said he actually felt better. He looked better. Heck, he did clean his room.”


  His parents exchanged a glance before looking up at her.


  She slid into a chair at the table. “If I think it’s bad news, I’ll tell you.” She hated fibbing to them like that, but she would be the buffer between them and the truth, whatever the truth turned out to be, for their sakes. “I’m willing to give him another shot.”


  Her father reached over and squeezed her hand. “I trust your judgment. If you think it’s okay…well, then we’ll let it go and see what happens. But I’m with your mother on this one. He gets no more chances.”


  “Agreed.”


  With them out the door, she was able to relax a little and get the bathrooms cleaned. She tried to take up the slack as much as possible with chores so they weren’t forced to do them.


  Once that was done, she grabbed a quick shower and then left a note on Stu’s door.


  Going out for new glasses. Please leave a note with a schedule so we don’t worry about you.


  She hesitated for a moment before adding one more line.


  Love you. Thank you for this.


  Still unable to shake the feeling that this wasn’t a good thing, Shasta headed out.


  


  * * * *


  


  Shasta’s first stop was the bank, who confirmed the money was, indeed, genuine.


  She deposited it in her account, uncomfortable having that much cash on her. If her debit card got lost, she could immediately cancel it with her phone app and not worry about losing any money.


  Gone cash was just that—gone.


  She had to wait two hours to get in to see an eye doctor and get an exam since she didn’t have an appointment, but it was worth it. Due to a coupon in the paper, not only could she get one pair of glasses, but two, for a little more than she’d expected to pay for one pair in the first place, which included no-line bifocals.


  Something she’d desperately needed.


  They’d be ready the next day, something she paid an extra charge for, but that she could afford with the money from Stu.


  Unable to believe her good fortune, she walked next door to treat herself to lunch, a healthy salad and some good coffee for a change. It was a little bit of a splurge, and one she normally wouldn’t indulge in, but today she would.


  If there was bad news on the horizon, at least she’d have this bright spot to remember.


  Shasta wasn’t giving Stu the cash back, that was for damn sure. And when she got home, she’d pay their electric and water bills and there’d still be enough left for her to get the oil changed in her car. That was overdue as well.


  She also went grocery shopping before she got home. She’d just pulled into the driveway, noting that Stu’s car was once again gone, when her cell phone rang.


  Work.


  Groaning, she answered. “You promised me seventy-two off, Lou.”


  “Yeah, no, not why I’m calling. Actually, it is why I’m calling, but it’s not bad. Bailey and Waxler both showed up for work this morning.”


  She’d been unbuckling her seat belt and froze, unable to believe what she’d heard. “What?”


  “Yeah. Frankly? They’ve gotten more done in the past couple of hours than they have in the past few months.”


  “No shit? Did they explain oh, what the fuck?”


  “Yeah. They both had doctor’s notes that they’d been getting medical treatments.”


  She had an odd thought. “Treatments for what?”


  “Didn’t specify and they wouldn’t say. The notes cited privacy concerns.”


  “They both vets?”


  “Huh?”


  “Veterans. They’re both veterans. Former military. Aren’t they?”


  “Yeah, I think so. Why?”


  “Just curious. My brother just went through a treatment, too. Showed up here at home early this morning.”


  “Huh. Think it’s connected?”


  “Probably. Were they both chipper and glowing?”


  “Yeah, actually. They were. Don’t think I’ve ever seen either of those two look happy. Check this out, they even brought in a couple of huge containers of really good coffee for us to use in the breakroom.”


  Her gaze fell on her receipt for her glasses, which lay on the passenger seat. “Huh. Imagine that.”


  “Yeah, thought you’d get a kick out of that. Listen, you can have an extra day off in addition to the seventy-two. Bailey and Waxler asked for some odd scheduling over the next eight weeks to accommodate their treatment schedules. Three days solid on, straight through, and three days off. They’re going to overlap each other after today, but it means I’ll be able to rotate everyone into schedules slightly resembling something normal again.”


  Her bullshit meter was going off full blast now, but in this case she knew there was even less she could do about it than with her brother.


  She opted to play it dumb. If this was legit after all, she didn’t want to fuck things up for Stu, or the other two men, if they were also involved with it. “Cool.”


  “That’s what I said. Just wanted to call and give you the good news.”


  “I appreciate it.” When she ended the call she stared at her phone for a long moment.


  This couldn’t be legit. Whatever this was, it was more than just a secret research project for medication.


  It was something bad.


  Really bad.


  She only hoped whatever it was didn’t bite Stu in the ass.


  


  * * * *


  


  Stu had written a quick schedule on the bottom of the note she’d left for him. He’d then tacked it to Shasta’s bedroom door.


  On the bottom, he’d signed off with, Love you, and Mom and Dad. :)


  She cooked dinner and had it ready when her dad arrived home a little after seven that night.


  More shocking, Stu arrived a few minutes after their father did. Which shouldn’t have surprised her, because he’d indicated he’d be back that evening, but it was more his literal appearance that had surprised her.


  He looked good, had gotten a haircut, and was dressed in decent clothes.


  Frankly, he looked better than he had since getting home from his time in the service.


  “Wow, son,” their dad said. “That’s quite a change. You look good.”


  “I feel great!” He slid into a chair and Shasta realized she’d better speak up sooner rather than later so he knew the cover story she’d spun for him.


  “I told Mom and Dad this morning about your new job at the VA,” she said. “That you might be spending some nights there.”


  Even Stu’s mental acuity was far sharper than normal. Usually, she would expect a blank look, or a confused, “Huh?” but he immediately grinned. “Thanks, sis.” He turned to their father. “Things are going to get better. I promise.”


  “You’re not using anymore?” her Dad asked, doubt thick in his tone.


  “Like I told sis, this stuff they’re giving me is great. I really think it’s going to help me.”


  “Why do you have to stay at the VA sometimes?” he asked. “That doesn’t make sense.”


  “Monitoring,” he immediately lied. She spotted the lie. She’d been able to tell he was lying ever since he was ten, by the way his left eye would twitch. But usually a lie was accompanied by an unconscious pause before he spoke the lie, as if trying to convince himself of its veracity before laying it on others.


  The eye twitch was there. She spotted it even with her crappy vision. But their father had been looking down at his plate and missed it.


  Stu met her gaze and dropped her a conspiratorial wink.


  Creepy.


  


  * * * *


  


  Her mom had eaten at work but was happy to discover when she arrived home a little after nine that Stu was home again.


  She was even happier when she got to talk to him…and saw his clean room.


  Before her parents headed to bed, her mom gave Shasta a hug. “Honey, maybe he really has changed. Still, I promise, I won’t budge if he screws up. This is his last chance.”


  “Okay, Mom.”


  When it was the two of them alone in the living room, Shasta sank onto the other end of the couch. “I covered for your ass,” she muttered to Stu. “I don’t like lying to them. Don’t fuck this up and break their hearts. Or mine,” she reluctantly added.


  He looked at her and it seemed like he was really paying attention, not just giving her lip service. Like he was more there than he’d been in…well, a couple of years.


  “I promise, sis. This time, it’s different.”


  “What if they stop giving you the meds?”


  “They won’t. Even after they can start full testing, we’ll still get them. They promised, and it’s in the contract I signed.”


  “But what if they aren’t approved?”


  “Oh, that’s just a formality. The stupid FDA. They’ll get approval for it, especially once they start officially working with the VA.”


  “VA? I made that up.”


  “But it’s the truth. They told me they want to get in with the VA to help treat soldiers. That’s why they’re using me. I can point them toward people who need this help.”


  She couldn’t help the creepy sensation in her gut that there was something really wrong about all of this. “I hope you know what you’re doing,” she said. “I only want you to be happy and healthy, but I have to put Mom and Dad first.”


  “I know. And I love you for it. I’m sorry I’ve been fucking things up.”


  “Thanks. I appreciate that.” She reached out and patted his arm. “Love you, bro.” And she meant that. She did love her little brother, even if he had infuriated her over the past couple of years.


  “Love you, too, sis.”


  She headed for bed, trying to shake her unease.


  Maybe I’m so used to the status quo that I can’t accept change when it’s clearly right there.


  She didn’t know what was really going on, but it spooked the crap out of her the way he was acting.


  And she totally got the irony there, that Stu was finally acting like the brother she’d wished he’d be, and here she was, worrying that he was possessed or into something bad.


  Maybe I’m the one with the problem now. That certainly would be ironic.


  Forcing it out of her brain for the time being, she tried to go to sleep.


  Chapter Seven


  


  Early Sunday afternoon, Rev. Hannibal Silo, head of the Church of the Rising Sunset, smiled down at his flock filling the sanctuary at the St. Louis compound. The crowd had overflowed into the entryway and even outside. Fortunately, Jerald had the foresight to anticipate this potential issue and had large outdoor monitors installed for anyone who couldn’t get inside. They’d opened these services not just to people living inside the compound, but anyone in the St. Louis area. Since there was no reported Kite in the area, as long as everyone cleared a stick test, they were allowed inside.


  Silo figured it was an easy way to also let the faithful see what they were missing by not getting on board and applying to live inside the stronghold.


  For a nominal fee, of course. In addition to their monthly fee.


  Heavy on the tradesmen, obviously. And medical professionals.


  This afternoon he was filming the service—rather, the church’s network was filming it—and it was being broadcast live to the much larger main sanctuary at the Albuquerque church. It would be packaged and rebroadcast later in other markets.


  One small comfort—in the very front row, smiling up at him, sat Marianne Parnassus and her three children. Marianne’s husband, Bill, a junior senator from Ohio, wasn’t there.


  He was still in Washington, DC.


  He was also firmly under Hannibal’s thumb. Mainly because of the video Silo had of Parnassus getting blown by one of his married executive assistants.


  A male married executive assistant.


  He wasn’t the only politico in DC Silo had dirt on. His other ace in the hole was Senator Tom Davis. Silo had over six explicit hours of video of that sophomore senator from Illinois taking it up the ass from a sixteen-year-old male prostitute.


  Even better, Davis had contacts within the CIA.


  It was difficult for Hannibal to keep the smile on his face when around him his world and plans were going to shit, but he tried. If anyone noticed anything amiss, he could point—accurately—to his most pressing concern.


  His wife of nearly forty years was still missing.


  Although his flock wouldn’t understand the true reasons behind why that pissed him right the fuck off, he could still use their sympathy to his advantage.


  Hell, he’d been using it to his advantage to solicit donations. Which was a damned good thing, because, thanks to the fucking President and her new Kite Virus Czar, the church’s online donations had plummeted.


  He’d been in St. Louis almost a full month now and they were still no closer to locating his cunt of a wife. Still more videos had been released online by the blogger helping her. Debunking them was harder every time. Trying to get the website shut down hadn’t worked either, because it kept cropping up within minutes at a new server.


  All attempts to track the blogger down had proven futile, although they’d come achingly close in Atlanta.


  Then she’d slipped through their fingers again. At least, they thought the blogger was a woman. That was the information they had, but the team sent after her had disappeared, as had their best “consultant” hacker.


  His bets were on the Drunk Monkeys, or another SOTIF team, being behind those disappearances. He couldn’t even confide that to Jerald, because he’d gone behind Jerald’s back to hire the team in the first place, and he’d authorized them to use whatever methods were necessary to get information about the blogger and locate her. They’d killed the woman’s two roommates during the interrogation process. He hadn’t even told Jerald about that team. To admit it after the fact might be…awkward.


  Add to that the sudden “suicide” of Dr. Isley. Hannibal wasn’t sure if Jerald had hired that out or done it himself, and poking around in it might garner him the wrong kind of notice by Jerald.


  If Jerald was capable of committing a murder and successfully making it look like a suicide, Hannibal knew he’d need to tread very carefully around the man.


  Now Hannibal was left standing there with his dick in his hand and hoping there was a break in the search soon. Cops were no longer focused on finding Mary due to the Kite virus marching its way east from California toward New Mexico. The only clues the police had was that she left alone, under her own power, with no evidence that she was abducted or forced to leave against her will.


  That meant they considered it not their problem.


  Goddamned cunt.


  Not even bumping the reward to over one hundred thousand dollars had produced results.


  Add to the mix, he’d discovered more of his informants had suspiciously gone “missing.”


  The President was no longer under his thumb.


  His lab in St. Louis hadn’t yet come up with a Kite vaccine.


  About the only thing going right so far were their distributions of the Kite drug in the Houston area. Already, one of his “whales” had approached him to confirm their family’s spot in the Houston stronghold, and had offered to tithe even more money to the church if that would…help.


  In public, duh, Silo knew he had to be all about supporting the President, supporting the race to find a vaccine for the Kite virus, yadda yadda, blah blah blah.


  In his almost forty years in the ministry, he’d never been stymied so.


  It flat-out pissed him off.


  And it all started with those fucking Drunk Monkeys. If they hadn’t interfered with his plans, he would have had Dr. Quong—and likely others—safely in his lab, working for him. He’d have a vaccine by now, and he’d have a lock on a Presidential run.


  Mary only made it worse.


  I should have killed that cunt off years ago.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jerald Arbeid, Hannibal Silo’s assistant, sat on the stage behind his boss and idly wondered about the best way to kill the man.


  Oh, nothing Jerald was planning on doing right away. He had to keep the guy alive for a while, at least until they found Mary Silo.


  Unfortunately, she had to die, too.


  With both of them confirmed dead, then Jerald could take over the daily operations of the billion-dollar behemoth that was now the Church of the Rising Sunset. Might take a while to rebound from this PR hit, but he knew he could stick some new figurehead in front of the cameras and build the church back up again to something resembling its former glory.


  Meanwhile, he had to keep Hannibal so busy chasing his own tail and try to derail any other harebrained schemes the man might come up with that his boss wouldn’t have time or energy to think about double-crossing him and kicking him out.


  They were locked in a deadly chess match at the moment, even though Hannibal thought he was a few up on Jerald. What Hannibal didn’t realize was that Jerald had full surveillance inside Hannibal’s office and quarters in St. Louis.


  There wasn’t much the man could do that Jerald didn’t know about.


  Jerald preferred it that way, Hannibal thinking he had the upper hand.


  Less work for Jerald to do in the long run. All he had to do was sit back and wait and follow along, cleaning up anything that happened. Mary Silo’s disappearance had been an unexpected development, but maybe for the best in the long run. It would allow the reverend to have a “sudden illness” that took him out of the game for good.


  And since Hannibal had done such a great job beforehand of fooling everyone into thinking Mary was some fragile little snowflake, it wouldn’t be a shocker when she died shortly after her “rescue.” Or, maybe, even as a tragically direct result of it.


  Whatever.


  He wasn’t picky at this point. All Jerald knew was he couldn’t let this idiot in the pulpit ruin his years of hard work behind the scenes to make the Church of the Rising Sunset great. He never should have floated the idea of being President past Silo. Jerald didn’t want to be an apocalypse engineer. He’d simply wanted money, power, prestige, and the freedom to move at will behind the scenes to make that happen.


  Was that too much to ask?


  And he’d had all of that until he opened his big mouth and suggested Hannibal try to run for President.


  What’d been a throwaway thought at the time, idle musing more than anything, Hannibal had seized upon it and decreed it would be so.


  Followed by the other harebrained schemes.


  Jerald had been leery of trying to put his foot down and put the brakes on his boss’ plans, thinking the man would, surely, eventually talk himself out of them and see reason.


  Nope. Damn the torpedoes and full speed ahead.


  Fucker wasn’t smart enough to fight his way out of a brown paper bag, and he thought he was seriously going to engineer a new generation of offspring who’d repopulate the earth?


  Jerald had humored him, though. When caught up in Hannibal’s whirlwind, it was easy to be swept away by his enthusiasm.


  While Jerald hadn’t agreed with Hannibal’s reasoning, he’d been okay going along with all of it.


  Until LA blew up, literally.


  Barstow.


  That was bringing death and destruction to US shores on a scale Jerald knew wasn’t smart. Where before they’d been working on a controlled spread of the Kite virus, taking out key population centers where they didn’t have a strong voter base, Hannibal simply wanted to wipe out everyone not inside the strongholds.


  That’s when Jerald knew he had to respond. The country’s infrastructure wouldn’t survive if they let Kite wipe out the “unwashed.” It just wouldn’t. They’d be wide open and vulnerable to attack by any half-baked despot able to get his hands on nuclear weapons just lying around and waiting to be picked up.


  Pakistan and India were two countries coming to mind.


  No, the US military had to survive. That meant Jerald had to keep Hannibal from spreading the virus throughout the country the way he wanted to. Delay him long enough that the scientists at the CDC could finally crack the code and get a vaccine in place.


  Of course, if their scientists had come up with the vaccine first it would have been a feather in Hannibal’s political cap, but that damn ship had sailed.


  Fortunately, Hannibal seemed to remain completely clueless about that fact.


  For his own health and safety, Jerald knew he needed to keep Hannibal clueless until the very last moment.


  Maybe he could engineer a very touching death for Hannibal and Mary both. Spin it that she survived long enough to be reunited with her beloved husband, who succumbed to the stress after her return to him.


  Jerald kept tuning out Hannibal while he considered that plan. Yes, the parishioners would eat that shit up with a spoon. How romantic, how sweet, a forty-year marriage and they died almost together.


  Of course, Jerald would leave out the part about Hannibal being a sociopathic sexual sadist. That would completely foul the narrative.


  He’d honestly thought it’d be more difficult than it had been to convince people that the “evidence” was doctored. Sure, the mainstream media and law enforcement were skeptical, but the church members had united behind Hannibal. Scheduled donations set up on auto-pay were holding steady and even climbing a little. It was the online and new member donations that had slumped.


  That’s where the President and her damned Kite Virus Czar, Dr. Rev. Norman Karsu, had fucked them over. The damned Methodist physician had convinced people not to donate to churches unless they were local and they knew where the money was being used. To volunteer instead of donate. To use the money for their families.


  Assholes.


  He wished he still had a mole deep enough in the military that he could have them take a direct swipe at General Arliss. Jerald knew the man had engineered the whole thing, from eliminating any witnesses they had against the President and her family, to the President making the speech admitting her daughter had an abortion…


  …which had been immediately followed by the news that a Kite vaccine was imminent and, oh yeah, heeeeere’s Norm.


  Genius.


  He’d hand it to the general, it’d been a masterful plan. Certainly had taken the wind out of their sails.


  That was fine. Jerald was nothing if not a flexible man. He’d accept the three steps back and work at grooming someone else to be the church’s figurehead and then take it farther than Hannibal ever could have before.


  But the last thing he’d do was let Hannibal burn it all to the ground.


  It was bad enough he’d lost contact with the stronghold in southern California two days ago. The manager there had locked down the complex two weeks earlier, but it looked like, somehow, the Kite virus had gotten inside. The most likely probability was someone in security sneaking in family members, or had been bribed a lot of money by someone inside to let people in.


  When last Jerald had heard from the manager of the stronghold, they’d already quietly po-cloed twenty-two people who’d either tested blue, who had been in close proximity to those people, or who showed Kite-like symptoms.


  Five of those people had shown symptoms but not tested blue, which was a disturbing development he’d heard about but hadn’t seen.


  Until now.


  Now the compound wasn’t responding to phone calls or to e-mails. And when he tried to remotely pull up security camera feeds, he got nothing but static, meaning their self-contained electric grid had gone completely off-line. There were forty-two hundred people in there when the manager ordered the gates and entrances sealed. Not even at full capacity, but with Kite on the rampage, Jerald had told him to lock it up and hunker down. It was supposed to be accessible only by air, by the helipad on the roof, once they were locked down. With a full capacity, they could have survived over two years without opening the gates.


  Under capacity, they could survive a lot longer than that if they rationed their food properly.


  Jerald wasn’t about to break that news to Hannibal yet, that one of the strongholds was likely gone. That would, no doubt, send the man over the edge.


  It would also potentially cause a panic within the other strongholds. They’d billed the strongholds as foolproof and safe, able to sustain them for years while the outside world burned itself down with Kite.


  If it was shown that they couldn’t keep their promise to protect the people in the strongholds, their “whales” might decide to put their money to better use arranging their own safe hideaways.


  Jerald knew this might come down to him having to drug Hannibal himself, use some of the same medications Hannibal had stockpiled there for Mary, to keep the man compliant.


  He didn’t want to resort to that unless he had to.


  Didn’t mean the option wasn’t on the list.


  I’ve got to find that damn woman, and soon. Before Hannibal completely loses his shit.


  Chapter Eight


  


  Juju and Delta took Ax to the shooting range Monday once the scientists were safely inside the CDC lab and under the protection of Uncle and Chief and the SOTIF13 team.


  They were working with Ax with a nine millimeter, an easy gun to teach him how to use, and one that everyone in the unit carried. They couldn’t exactly work with him on one of the carbines they also had without raising a few eyebrows.


  Fortunately, in Georgia gun ranges were about as common as pawn shops in some areas. And the fake IDs they were using easily passed muster with the shop owners.


  Delta had questioned putting a weapon in the man’s hand at first. When it became obvious Ax was definitely working with them, Delta had grudgingly admitted it was a good idea. They could never have too many armed and trained people on their side. Not that they intended to put Ax in a position of having to fight, but one never knew.


  LA had been proof of that. Shit going down fast, without time to prepare. In that case a massive earthquake jolting them out of their safe house before they were ready to move.


  Delta wished they’d been able to protect Scooter’s friends. It sucked that two civvies died because of what Silo’s hired mercs had done to them trying to find Scooter. She hadn’t even been the right target. Ax had been the one they’d wanted, even though the mercs didn’t know it at the time.


  Lima passed it around that Bubba had taken care of the hacker who’d sent the mercs in the first place. And had gleaned more information from him in the process. Silo was still clueless that they had full access to the church’s computer network and that Pandora and Scooter were busy running down money trails and gradually cutting them all off.


  That was all above Delta’s pay grade, as far as he was concerned. Give him a mission, give him orders, point him in the right direction, boom.


  Hence why their unit—all the SOTIF units—were made up of such a diverse population of skill sets. They needed to be the Swiss Army Knife of special ops units, able to go anywhere, do anything, get shit done.


  After Ax emptied several mags of rounds into a paper target, Delta ran it back to them to get a better look.


  “You’re still grouping low and to the right,” Juju pointed out. “Better than you were, though. I think you’re still tensing up too much.”


  “Does this ever get easier?” Ax asked.


  “Yeah,” Delta said. “Especially if you want to stay alive with us.”


  Ax turned to Delta. “How do you do it?”


  “Do what?”


  “Kill someone. How do you make yourself pull the trigger?”


  He scratched at his chin. He hadn’t shaved in a couple of days and stubble rasped against his fingers. “I guess when the choice is between living and dying, there isn’t really a choice. I want to live.”


  “What if they’re not armed?”


  Juju arched an eyebrow. “We’re not just talking self-defense, are we?”


  Ax shook his head.


  “I know you’re looking to get a chance to blow Silo’s brains out yourself,” Juju said, “but remember there’s a long line ahead of you. It doesn’t matter who actually takes him out. You’re part of the effort to take him out. Nothing’s going to happen that will unnecessarily put any member of this unit at risk, military or civvie. We won’t let that happen. It might be Annie and her sniper rifle from a safe distance. It might be another SOTIF team altogether that Gen. Arliss is already putting into place. We don’t know. But justice will be served.”


  Ax started reloading the mag by hand. “Not soon enough for me,” he muttered. “And too late for Scooter’s friends. They died because of me.”


  Delta reached out and put a hand on the guy’s shoulder, waiting for him to look at him. The hacker was thirty-two, only four years older than him and Juju, but he damn sure looked older than that.


  “I can’t say I know what you’ve gone through. That’d be bullshit and you and I both know it. But you’re part of the team now. The small-picture and the big-picture. That means you have to work with us.”


  “I plan on working with you. I am working with you. I just…” He seemed lost in thought for a moment. “I guess even though I’ve planned for this all my life, I never thought I’d be this close. I thought I was doing something by taking potshots at his church through a blog, but it was like shooting spitballs at a damn tank, and deep inside I knew it was bullshit. Know what I mean?”


  Delta and Juju both nodded, not interrupting him. Delta suspected the guy needed to vent.


  “I was conning myself into believing that I would get even, when the truth was my brothers and I could barely afford our apartment. I was working my ass off. And…nothing. Then that day Mary Silo e-mailed me, it was like one of those stupid movie scenes where a bright light shines down on you from…well, from heaven.”


  Ax shoved another round into the mag. “I didn’t even believe it was legit, at first. Until all the shit broke in the news about her disappearing. I still thought, even then, that maybe I was being played. Then I actually saw the videos and listened to the audio she grabbed.”


  He paused for another moment. “I thought I was pissed off at Silo. I thought I had a reason to rage about this shit. I realized not only did she have it a lot worse off, but she was in terrible danger. She wasn’t my mom, but maybe I could help save her. And it just…it made me sick watching those videos. I didn’t want to put them online at first, not really. She asked me to. Wanted me to. Said she was tired of hiding the truth and knew he couldn’t hurt her anymore in the ways he could before.”


  Ax met his gaze again. “Do you know all this started because she laughed at him when he asked her out on a date in college? Then he had a friend spike her drink at a frat party, had her gang-banged, filmed it, and then threatened to show her parents. She was young and scared and went along with what he told her to do out of fear he’d ruin her. Well, he ruined her anyway.”


  Ax finished loading the mag and slammed it into the gun. Delta ran the target back down while Ax released the gun’s slide and then cocked the weapon, checking the safety. “Now I want to ruin him.”


  The next grouping of shots was tighter, and a little higher and to the left, approximately in the center of the target’s torso.


  “That’s better,” Juju said.


  “I need more than better,” Ax said as he reloaded. “I need to be good.”


  


  * * * *


  


  When they returned from the gun range, Ax took his laptop and headed into one of the vacant offices he was using as a temporary office and closed the door behind him.


  Juju looked at Delta and cocked his head toward the back, where they heard people talking and working.


  They found Omega in there with Echo and Zed, working on walling off another section of the warehouse space for the lab.


  “What’s up, gentlemen?” Omega asked.


  “Can we take a quick walk?” Juju asked. “All of us.”


  The other men exchanged a glance and immediately followed Juju and Delta outside.


  “What’s up?” Omega asked.


  “Ax,” they both said. Juju took over and related their gun range conversation.


  Omega slowly shook his head. “You think he’s a loose cannon?”


  “No,” Juju said. “Not yet. I don’t think he’s going to do anything to jeopardize the mission because if anything he knows we’re the best bet he’s got at getting Hannibal Silo.”


  “I’m just worried about what this is doing to him,” Delta added. “He’s dealing with a ton of emotional shit.”


  “Think we should move him to Florida?” Omega asked.


  “No, not yet,” Juju said. “I agree he needs to be close to Mary Silo. If she’s here in Atlanta, we need him here to help bring her in.”


  “So this is merely an FYI?” Omega asked.


  “Yeah,” the men said in unison. Juju took over again. “A heads-up. Don’t know if anyone can or should try to talk to him about it, but it needs to be put out there.”


  “Does he realize it might not even be us who takes Silo out?”


  “We told him that. But I’m not sure how well that’s sinking in.”


  “Okay. Thanks.”


  They all returned to the warmth of the building. A series of arctic winter storm fronts was sweeping south through the country, all thanks to last year’s shart of mass destruction from China nuking North Korea.


  It was their turn to handle preparing chow that night. He and Delta fixed a quick pot of spaghetti and a large salad. Juju didn’t mind working with the guy. In a pinch, the two of them went from being unable to come to an agreement to almost being spookily tuned into the same brain wavelength, moving and acting as one.


  It made any aggravation their personality differences caused well worth it. Especially when that spooky attunement had saved both their asses many times.


  Didn’t hurt that when they had a woman in bed between them they seemed to be in sync there, too. Shortly after being paired together and completing the unit’s first mission, they’d had an overnight pass. The two of them had met a woman at a bar, went home with her, and the next morning realized that whatever irritations they caused for each other were nothing in the grand scheme of things.


  “Just out of curiosity,” Juju started, “why you gotta bust my chops sometimes? Like the pizza thing.”


  Delta grinned. “I’d worry more the day I stop trying to get under your skin, brother.” He smacked Juju on the shoulder before heading out to call the others for chow.


  Juju stared after him.


  I will never get the hang of dealing with him.


  Chapter Nine


  


  Bubba leaned back in his wheelchair and stretched his arms over his head, wincing at every pop and creak in his spine. He was finally feeling a little better after the Halloween night “chat” with one of Rev. Silo’s hackers.


  Fortunately, Bubba’s two retired military intel friends had been more than happy to handle the wet-work and clean up for him.


  Just when he’d honestly been ready to give up on life, when he’d thought he was too old for this shit, a shining opportunity to save the world—again—had dropped into his lap and put him front and center stage in the middle of an apocalypse.


  Everyone thought he was a mild-mannered, wheelchair-bound head researcher working for CMM in Chicago.


  No one at work knew about his more than twenty years spent in military intel, some of that serving under now-General Joseph Arliss.


  But he wasn’t much cut out for field work anymore, unfortunately.


  Pulling up news websites out of Houston, Bubba had been searching for clues as to what was going on there.


  Before long, he found it.


  Picking up a burner cell, he called Gen. Arliss at his office.


  “Yeah?”


  “Houston.”


  “What about it?”


  “I’m seeing a disturbing trend. Coupled with some intel I received first-hand, it needs to be addressed.”


  “I’m listening. Go.”


  Bubba pointed out some “heroin-beta” overdose deaths, which they all knew was a crock of shit.


  That was the code name for Kite the drug, a way to keep the public from stampeding in terror.


  “Let me make calls. I’ll call you back.” Like that, Arliss was gone.


  Bubba was waiting when Arliss called him back fifteen minutes later. “Well, there’s one more guy I have to kill,” Arliss said. “Shit. Suggestions?”


  That the general relied on Bubba didn’t faze him in the least. He’d worked with the man long enough to know the general would make his own decisions, but he didn’t want to be brown-nosed or bullshitted in the process.


  “SOTIF1,” Bubba said. “Extreme prejudice.”


  “Why them?”


  “Because if there are any other secret surprises waiting in whatever lab they have there, that whole team has been inoculated with a test vaccine already. It might protect them more. And while we’re pretty sure the other food chains are now secure, my gut says SOTIF1. But I want to send in a solo operative first to scope out the situation.”


  “Who?”


  “Do you really want to know?”


  “No.”


  “Better off you don’t know. There’s no chance of it leaking out, and he’s someone I trust and can vouch for.”


  “Good point. Forward everything to Lima and coordinate with Papa when you want them sent in. I’ll take it from this end.”


  When Bubba ended the conversation he smiled. It felt good to know he might not be in the field, but he could command by proxy one of the most powerful special ops teams on the planet. Then he set about making arrangements.


  Six hours later, a buzzer alerted him to someone on his floor. He’d moved from his apartment to a safe house in another apartment building a few months earlier after taking out a paid merc Silo had sent to kill him.


  He was ready when the knock came. Two rapid ones, followed by three more.


  A glance through the viewfinder and yes, it was Kant.


  Bubba unlocked the door with one hand, backing up, waiting to holster his gun until Kant was safely inside and had locked the door behind him.


  “Any problems getting here?”


  “No one on my six,” Kant assured him. A carryon bag was slung over his shoulder.


  Bubba rolled over to his desk, picked up the ID packet, and handed it to him. “All the deaths are tied to the fact that they were frequent patients of the Houston VA pain clinic. I think someone’s recruiting them there, a few at a time.”


  “Pos?”


  “No. They were all clear, but that doesn’t mean anything now. Some of the newer strains are mutating too fast to keep up with the stick tests. Meanwhile, the signs point to the drug Kite, not the virus. I hope.”


  Kant looked through the paperwork. “The hospitals there know what this shit is, right? Why didn’t they report it?”


  “Yeah. Here’s the thing—they did report it, to a contact in the Washington, DC office. Funny, that data didn’t get passed down to Atlanta.”


  Kant arched an eyebrow. “Well, now. That is a mite suspicious, isn’t it?”


  “Yeah. That’s what Arliss thought, too.” Bubba glanced at his watch. “I’m guessing there’s a new vacancy in the DC CDC office right about now.” He smiled. “You interested?”


  Kant snorted. “I’m a field medic, not a doctor.”


  “At this point, Arliss doesn’t care, as long as he can trust them. Atlanta is where the action is.”


  “Let me get through this mission first,” he said. “Am I making contact with anyone?”


  “I don’t know yet. Notify me when you’re on the ground and I’ll update you. Under no circumstances are you to put yourself in jeopardy. That shit is lethal. Help identify the agents and the facility and get the fuck out. SOTIF1 will do the heavy lifting. I need you back here in one piece.” He didn’t have many friends he could trust with this level of involvement. Men he’d served with.


  Men who’d risked their lives to save his life.


  Men who’d die for each other.


  Just because they were old dogs didn’t mean they all didn’t have a few tricks left in them.


  Kant let out a sigh. “Remember the days when we did the heavy lifting?”


  “Yeah.” Bubba patted his wheelchair. “I remember them every damn day, unfortunately.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Dr. Ivan Ivlonsky had long rued the day he decided to major in immunology research in college.


  Fucking Gina.


  He’d almost gone into cancer research, except for a girl in one of his labs who’d started flirting with him. She wanted to study immunology, so he’d changed his focus of study.


  At the time, he thought that’s what men were supposed to do, court cute girls. At least, that’s what Russian men did.


  Four years later, she was out of the picture and he was pretty much stuck where he was.


  Then the years passed and he saw a chance to actually make some damn money—and a positive impact—with the degree he resented.


  Which got him stuck in fucking North Korea.


  He wondered where Gina was today. If she’d ever married, had children.


  If she was even still alive.


  If his actions had indirectly caused her death, the deaths of her family.


  Of his family.


  Today he sat in the shade of a building, his surgical mask on against not just the threat of a virus, or protection from the threat of being recognized, but mainly against the dust blowing through the streets of Dakar, Senegal. The western African country hadn’t been completely shut down by Kite yet, even though it was one of the larger cities still left untouched by the virus on that part of the continent.


  Ivlonsky personally attributed it to their military’s vicious eradication of anyone appearing the slightest bit ill, whether they tested blue or not for the virus.


  Yet another reason he didn’t want to be there.


  There was a flight out the next morning to Madrid, and he planned to be on it, with or without Dr. Max Copper.


  Hopefully with.


  Ivan had run across his colleague’s trail three weeks earlier, tracking his electronic footprints down to this shitstain of a city just yesterday. Ivan was perfectly convinced that the other five had legitimately found safety. Tracking their online progress both through the private server and now through the CDC’s public website detailing their progress, there was no other explanation.


  Julie Chu was there. She was the most skittish of any of them. If she came in, then dammit, they should, too. At least they’d be safe while trying to figure this out instead of stuck somewhere.


  Maybe they could avoid war criminal charges.


  After an hour, he glimpsed a shock of blond hair so light it was nearly white, a man exiting a building just down the block.


  Ivan jumped to his feet, shouldered his bag, and hurried after him. His heart pounded as he worked his way through the crowd and up behind the man.


  Yes, he knew. It had to be him.


  And he was alone.


  Ivan timed it so that at the next break in the buildings, he came up behind Max, hooked an arm through his, and jerked him nearly off his feet into the alleyway.


  Max started to fight him at first, until he got a look at who had him.


  Over the top of his surgical mask, his gorgeous blue eyes widened in shock. He tugged down his mask. “Ivan?” he whispered. “I thought you died on that ferry!” He threw his arms around Ivan in a death grip that Ivan was only too happy to return.


  “Not quite.”


  “You…I thought you were dead!” He looked up and tried to slap Ivan, but Ivan smiled as he caught the man’s hand and pulled it to his chest.


  “Foreplay? Out here in the street? Tsk.”


  Max engulfed him in another hug. “You son of a bitch, I thought you died!”


  Ivan hugged him, glancing around before quickly pressing a kiss to the top of the younger man’s head. “Sorry, love. I couldn’t risk reaching out to you. I got on a rescue boat, but then they took us back to Istanbul. Which was already getting overrun by Kiters and refugees. I left on foot rather than wait for another ferry.”


  “I waited for you for two weeks in Greece,” he said, his voice muffled against Ivan’s shirt. “I nearly killed myself.”


  They’d split up in Turkey two months earlier, with plans to reunite in Greece, not wanting to be caught together and afraid someone might have been on their trail. Ivan had a friend in Montenegro, and his plan had been to work their way there from Greece and hide out. Either to stay, or to move on from there, but to gain some breathing room, at least.


  And then the ferry Ivan had been on went down in rough seas, killing hundreds. He’d been lucky to make it into a lifeboat.


  “We need to go in,” Ivan said, stepping back and pulling Max’s face mask up into place.


  “We can go back to my room, and—”


  “In. I know you saw the data. I’ve seen you on the server.” Not even their fellow captives had known about their relationship. It’d terrified the men to think the North Koreans could have found out and used either man against the other to ensure their “work ethic.”


  They’d had one hellaciously hot night in South Korea to celebrate their escape before they’d bolted from the country, and they had been on the run ever since. Plenty of places they’d had to pretend to be just friends in public, fearing people might either recognize them…or their true relationship might bring them unwanted local attention of the bad kind. At least they’d been together.


  Until their forced separation.


  Max stared up at him with those damned gorgeous blue eyes that turned Ivan’s crank every time. At forty-five, the man didn’t look it. He appeared to be at least ten years younger. His own handsome little Dutch boy.


  “What if they…” Max swallowed and Ivan tried not to picture him in a more intimate setting. “What if they separate us?”


  “I don’t think they will.” He shrugged, glancing around again before touching his forehead to Max’s, the other man five inches shorter than Ivan’s own six two. “Let them try to separate me from you again. I’ll take a few of them out with me in the process.”


  Max finally nodded.


  “Do you have things in your room?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Go get them. I’ll follow you and wait outside, then you follow me to the airport.”


  “Airport?”


  “We’re flying to Madrid. We get there, we can spend the night there in a sterile waiting area. From Madrid, we fly out to Havana.”


  “What? Why?”


  “Because that’s how Julie and Raj did it,” Ivan said. “They made contact from Havana. Why fuck with what’s already proven successful?”


  Chapter Ten


  


  By Monday, Shasta was still trying to get used to her new glasses. It’d been so long since she’d had a new prescription, and this one was so much different than her last one, that she was struggling to deal with the bifocals. It was also giving her headaches.


  Lou stopped by her desk with a cup of what was, admittedly, good coffee. “You look like you could use this,” he said.


  He’d confided in her that Bailey and Waxler had both received write-ups in their personnel folders, written warnings that could be used, if they pulled another disappearing act, to fire them without the mandatory wait time.


  So far, the two men had stuck to their new schedules and were productive as hell.


  “Thanks.” She sipped it. “That is much better coffee. What’s the catch?”


  He smiled, dragging over a chair to sit next to her. With their office so understaffed, at least they didn’t need to be on top of each other in the room. She was in the front left corner with no one in any of the empty stations around her.


  “I leaned on the county administrator again over the weekend and told him that, if he didn’t give a little, he was going to find Houston’s streets locked down tighter than the damn jail. That there might be some sudden problems with signal light timing during rush hours, turning a twenty-minute commute into a two-hour one. Because I have people working their asses off, but I’m understaffed and that he’d better find some money for raises and more personnel.”


  She leaned back in her chair and took another sip of coffee. “You did, huh?”


  “Yeah. He looked a little green when I said that. I asked him what he’d do if everyone in the department walked at the same time and told the press it was due to the hours, which are violations of pretty much every labor law out there. We’re critical, but it’s not like we’re first responders or linemen where they can get away with that kind of bullshit. I told him everyone in the county, including the county commission, would be looking at him for answers.”


  “And?”


  “Expect a pay raise this week. Not much, only two hundred dollars, but everyone’s getting a bump.”


  Her heart raced. “Seriously?” That would be about eight hundred a month.


  Which would, even without Stu’s contributions to the household finances, finally give them some breathing room.


  “Seriously. I pointed out that he was in a pretty damn fancy office and drove a really nice county car to be saying there wasn’t money that could be squeezed out somewhere.”


  “Extortion. I like it. This is a new side to you, Lou.”


  He smiled, although she read the exhaustion behind it. “I wasn’t expecting it from me, either. But dammit, we’re worth it.”


  “If you weren’t gay, I’d be doing you on your desk right now.” She smiled.


  He laughed. “If I weren’t gay, I’d take you up on it.” He indicated her glasses. “Still bothering you?”


  “My eyes will adjust. At least I can see the damn screens again.”


  “I noticed you cranked the zoom back down.”


  “Yeah.”


  “So… Any changes there?”


  She knew what he meant. “Every time I’ve seen him, he’s…well…” She pointed at John Bailey, who was currently over at his work station on the far side of the room. That morning, John had gone through and cleaned out some old code no one had wanted to take the time to touch for fear of borking the entire system.


  And he’d done it in under an hour, acting almost like a bouncy puppy.


  Without a single systems glitch when he was done.


  Lou followed her gaze before turning back to her. He glanced around and leaned in, dropping his voice. “It’s really fucking creepy,” he said. “I mean, I’m glad they’re back in the saddle and working their asses off, but it’s like we got a couple of pod people in return. It’s…creepy,” he repeated.


  She nodded. “Ditto.”


  He sat back. “You hear anything—”


  “Yeah. I’ll pass it along.”


  He gave her a nod before standing and returning to his office.


  As she sipped her decent coffee, she couldn’t help staring at Bailey. John Bailey had never done this much work, this quickly or this accurately, in the entire time she’d known him. He’d started working in the signal division about a year after her, and he’d been as slow as molasses ever since.


  Do his own job? Yeah, he was a capable sys-ad.


  Ask him to take on tasks outside the basic scope of his defined job?


  Forget it.


  She wasn’t even feeling threatened or jealous or anything like that.


  Like Lou said, it was as if Bailey was…different. Changed.


  Possessed.


  She wished she weren’t so jaded, but it was hard not to be when it was patently obvious whatever Bailey and Waxler were taking was the same stuff Stu now took. In Stu’s case, she knew her brother’s condition before and after because she lived with him.


  Bailey and Waxler wouldn’t say anything to her other than they’d found a new doctor. She had no idea what they were usually like outside of work, because she’d never socialized with either of them.


  Another thing she found creepy—the wall of silence. She couldn’t even admit, and had warned Lou about it as well, that her brother had told her as much as he had.


  If it was legit, she damn sure didn’t want to jinx it for Stu and the others.


  But…


  Every instinct in her body screamed something was wrong. And she needed to find out why.


  


  * * * *


  


  Shasta volunteered on the new schedule to work longer shifts for fewer days every week so that employees with families, or children—or lives outside of work—could actually get away at a reasonable time. Her current work shift would end on Tuesday evening, with her napping at work and grabbing a shower in the employee gym.


  Lou went home late Monday evening, leaving her in charge as senior sys-ad. Bailey had also left, replaced by Paul Waxler.


  Who was now a creepily eager-beaver twin of John Bailey.


  It was just the two of them on the overnight shift tonight.


  A little after midnight, her e-mail pinged with a notification.


  The sender? Paul Waxler.


  She turned and looked to see him sitting like a meerkat, staring over the tops of his monitors at her.


  “Look what I’ve been working on!”


  She couldn’t get over how…creepily eager he looked. “What is it?”


  “Just look. It’s a phone app.”


  He’d sent her both the compiled and the raw code for it.


  “What is it supposed to do?” She had begun to suspect Paul didn’t even know how to do his own job, much less write code. She thought the only code monkeys left in the office were her and Lou.


  He jumped up and pretty much skipped around the office to her workstation like a five-year-old on crack. “It’s an admin app for us for our phones! So we can remotely check and change the status and settings of signals and traffic cams!”


  She leaned away from him and held up a hand. “Whoa. What?”


  “It’s—”


  “No, I heard you, but hello, that’s a really bad idea.”


  “Why?”


  “Um, hackers, for starters. There’s a damn good reason why we have the servers locked down tight. Can you imagine some teenager getting in there and getting his jollies playing Tetris with the county’s traffic signals?”


  She hated that he now looked disappointed. “You don’t like it?” Damn, he sounded like a disappointed five-year-old.


  “Paul, whether I like it or not is irrelevant. It’s illegal for unauthorized people to access the system. It’s a public safety issue. What if criminals could get in and turn off all the traffic cams?”


  “It’s only meant for us. I wrote a login script for it.”


  She was torn between wanting to smack him and wanting to apologize for pissing on his parade. “When did you even have time to write this?”


  “This morning.”


  “This…” She stared at him.


  He nodded. “This morning.”


  She had to get his morale back up. As creeped out as she was, she needed him working with her, not moping around. “I’ll…take a look at it. But promise me, promise, that you won’t let anyone else have it. That you won’t even tell anyone else about it. Okay?”


  His smile returned and he eagerly nodded. The happy kid was back. “Okay!”


  He practically skipped back to his station and slowly sank down into his desk chair, disappearing behind his bank of monitors.


  Slowly shaking her head, she turned around and tried to focus on her own work.


  The good news was, that time of night meant it was quiet. No storms, no accidents, no inclement weather. She pulled the app from her e-mail and loaded it onto her phone.


  It even had disturbingly cheery graphics built into the UI, like a kids’ game.


  Her sys-ad credentials logged her right in, and despite feeling very creeped out, she had to admit she was more than a little impressed. She could not only see the system statistics, access error messages, and check statuses of cameras and signals, but she could even change settings.


  Paul went to use the restroom. While he was gone, Shasta used the app to override the traffic signal at the entrance to the government complex’s parking lot where her building was located. At that time of day, it was automatically a blinking yellow.


  She changed it to blinking red.


  And then to green.


  And back to blinking yellow, allowing it to resume its regular program.


  Every change noted and reflected in the systems monitor window on her desk, and on the traffic camera that she pulled up on her workstation to watch.


  Ditto the cameras. She was able to not only fully access the system, but any cameras that were adjustable, she could move and refocus them, turn them off and on, all from this tiny little app.


  Holy. Shit.


  Absolutely, the app could not be allowed to go public. The fact that it was a direct line into their servers scared the crap out of her. It was difficult enough to keep up with the black hats already, much less the white and grey hats who weren’t about causing trouble, just peeking around. The county’s IT department employed ten full-time security experts to handle the data center and all the systems.


  Technically, this app shouldn’t even work since it wasn’t originating from within the data center servers.


  She pulled up the raw code and started going through it. Not only had he written good, tight code, he’d documented the hell out of it in the process.


  Holy. Fuck.


  Meanwhile, Paul had returned from the restroom. She turned. “You wrote this…this morning? Or you mean you finished writing it this morning?”


  Up popped the meerkat once more. “I wrote it this morning,” he said, smiling. “I had to watch the kids while my wife went to work. I sat there in the living room and wrote it.”


  “Stupid question. When did you learn to code? I thought you didn’t know how to code?”


  “Oh, I read a couple of books on programming yesterday. Some X+ and Java-Deuce.”


  Her creep-o-meter amplified by a factor of twelventy billion.


  “Yesterday?”


  He nodded, still smiling. He obviously had no clue how much he was weirding her out right now.


  She found herself slowly nodding in time with him. “O–okay. Good job.” She forced a sick-feeling smile. “We need to get back to work now.”


  He grinned and slowly disappeared behind his monitors again.


  As she turned to face her workstation, she stomped down the growing sense of dread inside her. Whatever was going on with him and Bailey was also happening to her brother.


  What the hell is going on?


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Ax was able to make contact with Tank again on Tuesday morning. Tank and her fourteen friends from the Freedom World Fighters were celebrating hacking into the servers at Edwards Air Force Base overnight and gaining access to some first-person footage filmed by helicopters and planes that partook of the destruction of Barstow. They’d already posted and mirrored the footage and hoped it would virally spread around the world to the point that the military’s geeks couldn’t keep up with squelching them fast enough.


  The problem with that theory, Ax knew, was that many of the people they would have counted on picking up the files and running with them were now dead from the Kite virus, or their country’s infrastructure had deteriorated to the point that they couldn’t get online.


  Tank’s group also knew it meant they’d have to move, which they were in the process of doing. In fact, five minutes after he logged on, she was logging off because they were loading up to leave.


  Ax sat back and thought about it for a couple of minutes before he got a secure sat-phone from Omega and called Lima.


  “What’s up? News on Mary Silo?”


  “No, I wish.” Ax filled him in about what Tank told him, but didn’t tell Lima he knew approximately where they were.


  “Hmm. Not our circus, not our monkeys, but I’ll pass it along to Bubba and see what, if anything, he wants to do with it. Thanks.”


  Ax took the phone back to Omega. He knew he was treading a fine line between not ratting out his friends and making sure he didn’t end up in solitary confinement somewhere for treason. He didn’t want to leave the safety of the Drunk Monkeys, but he knew that he couldn’t let Tank and their team do anything that might accidentally cause a problem with their mission, either. If their actions triggered some sort of chain-reaction that fell back on them, and he hadn’t notified anyone about it, that would be very, very bad.


  Crushing Silo was secondary to developing a Kite vaccine. Even Ax wanted it that way. He damn sure didn’t want to die from the shit. Enough people had died. Besides, a Kite vaccine the scientists from The List put out was one more fuck you in Hannibal Silo’s face.


  He couldn’t lose the Drunk Monkeys’ trust now, not when he was so tangibly close to realizing his goal.


  


  * * * *


  


  Delta and Juju located Ax early that afternoon to take him to a different gun range. He still didn’t like shooting but he was getting better at it every time. Today, after he’d gone through an entire box of ammunition, Juju made him break the gun down completely and clean it before reassembling it.


  Without help.


  Then he had to test fire a round from it.


  Fortunately, it worked.


  Juju smiled. “Good. Do it again.”


  “Why?”


  “Because if you’re going to shoot, you need to know how to take one apart and put it back together in case it stovepipes on you or something and you need to clear it. Like computers. You understand how the Internet and shit works, right?”


  Ax nodded.


  “Same thing. You need to know how the gun works in case it stops working. It could mean the difference between saving your life, or one of our lives, and getting your head shot off.”


  Ax popped the empty mag from the gun and started breaking it down again. Slide came off first, and the barrel and spring mechanisms, until it was in pieces.


  Putting it back together was easier this time, he’d admit.


  Once it was assembled, he loaded one round into the mag and shot it.


  Without the men asking, he started breaking it down again.


  They were right. This was part of what he needed to do. He might not always have them protecting him, and if someone was one day relying on him to protect them, he’d need to be ready.


  Always be prepared.


  


  * * * *


  


  In shock, Jerald stared at his computer monitor. Using a burner cell, he’d placed a call to Senator Tom Davis and had him make some arrangements to get Jerald aerial photos of their disturbingly silent California church stronghold.


  It had been located outside of Borrego Springs, where there wasn’t much other than desert.


  It looked like it had burned to the ground. It was little more than a smoking crater. Well, minus the crater.


  Which wasn’t supposed to happen.


  Zooming in, he spotted what looked like damage at the front entrance.


  Finally, he picked up the phone and called Tom Davis back. “What, exactly, am I looking at?”


  “No discernable signs of life.”


  “But…can’t you send someone?”


  “Law enforcement no longer exists in that region. Nor does any cohesive military presence. And that’s not common knowledge, either. The analyst who pointed the satellite at it for me said it looks like it took a truck bomb or two right through the front gate. But it gets better.”


  “What?”


  “Looking at the damage pattern, he said it was someone on the inside trying to get out.”


  “Um…”


  “Look, Mr. Arbeid. I know I’m still beholden to Silo, but I’ve got to tell you. From Santa Barbara to San Diego, and everything west and south of I-10, and west of Highway 86, is considered lost.”


  “I thought San Diego was holding out against it?”


  “It was. Until a California National Guard unit who’d escaped from LA made it there before they started testing blue and spread it wherever they went. There are roadblocks on all roads east into Arizona and Nevada, with the personnel ordered to shoot to kill anyone who refuses to turn back. San Diego unofficially fell about six days ago. They’ve kept it out of the news media by installing jammers and cutting Internet lines and cell phone towers.”


  “But the Mexican border is right there.”


  “Yeah? And the Mexican army is shooting anyone trying to forcibly enter their country. They’ve closed the Tijuana, Tecate, and Mexicali crossings. There’s something my great-grandfather would laugh his ass off at. People trying to cross into Mexico from the US and being denied.”


  “What’s going to happen?” A kind of numbness had set in. This didn’t feel real. It felt like he was watching a horror movie, or reading a novel.


  That he could switch it off or close the book and everything would go back to normal.


  “Well, that’s the million-dollar question, right there. The military can’t pull another Barstow and say, ‘Oops! Our bad.’ No way in hell they could cover that up. There’s still no good consensus there. The Coast Guard is sinking any vessels trying to leave who won’t turn back, or ones who try to land from open ocean. The hope is they can contain it and everyone will die off in a few weeks. The most prevalent strain of Kite there has shown signs it’s mutating to a less-lethal version.”


  “Mutating? How do they know that?”


  “There’s a few health centers still operating and reporting in the last twenty-four hours that they have patients who are surviving this shit and coming out moderately normal on the other side. They ran out of po-clo a week ago, and it’s kind of hard to talk a doctor into shooting people in a crowded clinic. Not that they’d have enough bullets anyway.”


  “How are they handling them?”


  “After the local vets all ran out of the euthanasia stuff they use on animals, apparently they resorted to literally handcuffing people who were starting to rage to street lamps, strong fences, anything that would hold them, until either they died or they had someone come by who was willing to expend a couple of precious bullets to put them out of their misery. A few of them started surviving.”


  Jerald tried to process that. “And none of this made the news?”


  “It can’t. Everything’s locked down.”


  “But…how did you find out about what’s going on?”


  “A SOTIF unit that was in Camp Pendleton got word to one of the Coastie vessels. Sent out a drone with a recorded message. They’re stuck in there, too. Arliss can’t risk pulling them out of there. They’re going to try to make their way out via any means possible.”


  “Is it—”


  “SOTIF4,” Davis said before Jerald could finish the statement. “Don’t go getting your hopes up.”


  Dammit.


  He was still transfixed by the screen. “You can forget your payment for this month and the next, Tom,” Jerald said. “I’ll take care of it.”


  He sounded doubtful. “Why?”


  “Because you’re worth far more to me in your current position than you are anywhere else. And this is between you and me. As far as Silo’s concerned, it’s business as usual, and you didn’t tell me jack shit. He doesn’t need to know any of this.”


  “What’s going on? Trouble in paradise?”


  “I’ve unleashed a monster,” Jerald admitted. Not like Tom Davis would tell anyone. “And now I’ve got to figure out how the hell to get him back in his cage without making a damned martyr out of him in the process. Good-bye.”


  He hung up and pulled the battery out of the burner cell. He’d dispose of it in the stronghold’s on-site incinerator later.


  This shifted everything, again.


  Drastically.


  That no one had been around, none of his usual contacts, to keep him informed of this troubling development spoke volumes.


  It was no longer a matter of if Silo had to die, but when.


  And waiting until Mary Silo was found might not be an option much longer.


  He closed out the pictures and used the internal phone system to call the stronghold manager. “Notify security that unless it’s a construction vehicle, or incoming delivery, no more vehicles are allowed inside the complex. Period. Excluding ambulances and fire trucks, of course. I want all vehicles parked outside from now on. Anyone handicapped who need an exemption can apply for one and they’ll be reviewed on a case-by-case basis.”


  “Uh, okay, but why?”


  “Security hazard,” Jerald said, which was sort of the truth. “If there’s a vehicle fire, our resources might not be enough to manage it.”


  Again, sort of the truth.


  So what had happened in Borrego Springs? Had Kite swept through the complex and people were trying to get out, but hadn’t been allowed to leave?


  He opened a new e-mail and CC’d it to all the stronghold managers.


  Including the one in Borrego Springs. He’d have to make it look like it was still business as usual. The strongholds didn’t have reason to talk to each other directly. To him, yes.


  FYI new security procedures:


  Starting immediately, unless a vehicle is being used for active construction, or a verified delivery, absolutely no vehicles are to be allowed within the stronghold complexes. The only exception to this is an ambulance transporting someone out of the complex, or fire rescue equipment. Anyone who is handicapped can apply for an exemption, which will be reviewed case-by-case.


  Hardened barriers to prevent incursion from vehicles will be installed immediately around all complex exterior walls. Out of an abundance of caution and after careful prayer and consideration, based on the events in Los Angeles, we want to make sure our personnel and residents are as safe as possible. Anyone needing assistance transporting items from vehicles to their residences inside should be helped by security, including allowing the use of golf carts. Ditto any unscheduled deliveries that need to be made.


  Jerald Arbeid


  He looked it over before hitting send.


  It would, no doubt, draw questions.


  If Silo asked him about it later, he’d simply lie out his ass and say that after what happened in LA they couldn’t be too careful.


  And he hoped to hell the old man didn’t ask any questions other than that.


  His eyes fell on a stack of folders in a tray on his desk.


  The girls Hannibal had selected.


  Marisol Johnson had been eighteen years old, a top student, an unquestionable leader in their Youth Corps, and had moved into the California stronghold with her mother, father, and little brother.


  She was also now very likely dead.


  Shit.


  He hadn’t wanted to locate the stronghold there. He’d wanted it far away from LA for just this reason, that he knew LA would devolve into chaos long before it came out the other side. He’d wanted something closer to the center of the state, around Fresno. But no.


  Hannibal had insisted that’s where it’d go, and Jerald had not been able to dissuade the man.


  So there it went.


  And now he couldn’t even tell Hannibal, “See? I told you so.”


  He also couldn’t believe he’d one day find himself rooting for the CDC to hurry up and come up with a Kite vaccine. Because at the rate the world was going to shit, they damn sure needed it.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kant sat in the lobby at the VA pain clinic in Houston before noon on Tuesday. He was registered as one Roger Billings, recently moved there from Chicago, complete with a fake case history already set up in the system.


  He wasn’t shocked to see how busy the place was. He was there for a late afternoon appointment, one of the last of the day, but that’s not why he was really there.


  He was fishing.


  Bubba had sent him more detailed info on the overdoses in the Houston area. There’d been another one since Kant had left Chicago. A woman this time, she’d died late Monday evening. She’d shown up at an ER, taken there by her roommate.


  The roommate reported the woman had been participating in some sort of program.


  She’d also been a twenty-six-year-old vet who’d been discharged eight months earlier after her lower right leg had been blown off while trying to defend an outpost base in Vietnam from Kiters. She and the other survivors had been evacced out, and she’d earned a one-way ticket home from Guam.


  She’d also had an appointment here at the VA pain clinic last Tuesday afternoon.


  Tuesday afternoons were a common theme with several of the previous overdoses, too.


  Hence, he sat.


  And he waited.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Wednesday afternoon, a small contingent of the Drunk Monkeys were unloading from Panda’s plane.


  “You ever been to Houston before?” Yankee asked Ax.


  Ax shook his head. “I’ve never flown before I was with you guys.” He shouldered his laptop bag and grabbed the duffel bag he’d brought with him.


  “You’re going up in the world,” Oscar said with a good-natured smile as he smacked the computer guy’s shoulder.


  Delta kept his mouth shut and watched, listened.


  Ax had definitely not been comfortable during the flight. Lima had briefed them all during the journey—they were there to take out a Kite drug facility, which an as yet unknown friendly was trying to get a line on now. There were several Kite drug ODs that had been called into the Washington, DC office, but that office hadn’t passed the info along to Atlanta like they were supposed to. Their team was being moved into position so that once the target was acquired, they’d be ready to go in immediately and take it down.


  Oscar and Yankee’s presence on this mission meant that there was a better than odds-on chance something would be going boom.


  Shutting down a Kite lab didn’t exactly require finesse and politeness.


  It only required explosives and fire.


  Delta would have preferred a slightly different team roster. They had five Drunk Monkeys, and a hacker who could shoot.


  Sort of.


  Although they’d faced far worse odds with far fewer resources and manpower. Delta wouldn’t jinx them and say this was a cakewalk assignment, but it certainly wouldn’t be a massive pucker factor mission.


  Hell, right now, he was only sitting on about a point-five.


  That was nothing. He’d had higher puckers running the breakfast chow gauntlet after Roscoe had managed to piss off one or more of the women in their unit.


  Including Roscoe’s own woman, Annie, if she was on mess duties that day.


  Still, he would have preferred Ax be replaced with someone more…shooty. Able to kick ass even without a firearm.


  Someone who was trial-by-fire tested and tempered and proven to be able to perform in a hot zone.


  Wasn’t his call. He’d been hoping for Omega or at least Echo, who was a chameleon when it came to disguises.


  Lima led the way and found their rental vehicles. They split up, Ax riding with Delta and Juju, and Lima riding with Oscar and Yankee. Panda would be staging out of a small airfield in Beaumont, to the east. There she would sit and hang tight, awaiting word from them to come grab them. And she was close enough that if something went wrong and they had to bug out of the city, they could easily drive to her and meet her there.


  They were in a motel not too far west of downtown, not the ritziest area, but not Skid Row, either. They needed to blend in with all the cases of equipment they’d brought, meaning they couldn’t exactly check into the ritziest hotel.


  Since they weren’t even sure what equipment they’d need yet, they’d overpacked.


  As usual.


  Another reason flying commercial wouldn’t have worked. Airlines tended to frown on passengers carrying explosives, even if they were trained and certified in their proper use and detonation.


  Their contact was staying someplace different, but he would touch base with them that evening and give them the skinny. He was doing the snoop and poop for them, blending in, according to Bubba, to get them the lead.


  They had two rooms, side-by-side, exterior ones right on the parking lot. But they’d all been sitting in one room, gathered around a detailed map of Houston Lima had pulled up on his tablet to familiarize them with the area, when the knock sounded close to sundown.


  Delta and the other Drunk Monkeys drew their weapons and held them ready at their sides while Ax sat up, fear on his face.


  Need to teach that boy to be prepared. Delta slid himself between Ax and the door while Lima went to peep through.


  “All clear,” Lima said as he holstered his weapon and unlocked the door.


  Lima admitted an older man, who nodded at them as he walked in and Lima closed the door behind him.


  “An old worker bee reporting for duty at the hive,” he said.


  Lima smiled and shook hands with him. “Welcome to the honeypot.” He introduced them all by their code names, including Ax.


  The man’s gaze narrowed. “No offense, Ax, but you don’t look like special ops.”


  “I’m not. I’m along for the ride.”


  “He’s our in-house helper-bee geek,” Lima explained.


  The man relaxed. “All right. Bubba told me about you. Sorry. No offense intended. Can’t be too careful.”


  “So what do we call you?” Lima asked.


  “You can call me Kant. Probably been so long since I’ve been in the files no one will remember that name unless they served with me.”


  “What do you have for us?”


  “Mind if I sit down?”


  Lima waved him to a seat at the table.


  Kant pulled out a tablet. “I spent all day yesterday and today at the damn VA clinic where we think the OD victims were picked out. I mean, you have people likely already hooked on something, easy to offer them a fix, right? Several of the victims had been to the VA clinic on a Tuesday. At least one of the people had told a friend they were involved in a special ‘experimental trial’ program that they had to keep secret. Before her OD, she was exhibiting completely different behavior than normal. Practically manic, no pain whatsoever, mental clarity through the roof.”


  Delta exchanged a knowing glance with Juju. “That sounds damned familiar.”


  “No one approached me yesterday or today,” Kant continued, “but I was watching. Today, there was this young guy in there who seemed to be a little…nervous isn’t the word I’m looking for, but he sure wasn’t there for an appointment. He’d sit for a while, seemed to be studying people, would go strike up a conversation with someone. Then move around. He was there over two hours and left without making contact with me.”


  “That’s it?” Lima asked.


  Kant arched an eyebrow at him. “Not my first rodeo, son. I followed him. He went to a house, pulled in, seemed to settle in for the day.” He swiped through his tablet and showed them a driver’s license picture. “Stuart Brian Myers. Twenty-five, did four years in. Out nearly three years, injured on duty. Problems ever since. Bubba ran him. He’s been in rehab three times. No job, apparently. Looks like he lives with his parents and another female who is likely his older sister, based on DMV and license plate records.”


  He swiped again, showing the man’s military ID. “I think he’s a recruiter for the Kite distributors. Maybe not the only one, either.”


  “But you’re not sure?” Lima asked.


  “No. He’s my first and only lead so far.”


  Delta and Juju moved closer so they could clearly see the tablet. “So we need to stake out this house and follow him?” Delta asked.


  “I can put a tracker on his car,” Lima said.


  “I just came from there about thirty minutes ago,” Kant said. “If you hurry, he’s probably still there. The car is registered to that address, and all his military paperwork and VA info all go to the same address.”


  “That’s our starting place, then,” Juju said. Technically, he was the highest-ranking member of their assignment.


  Well, not technically—he was. He was a sergeant while the rest of them were all specialists.


  But Lima had been unofficially put in charge of the assignment owing to the fact they knew they’d need his tech skills to gain entry to the place and gather information.


  Lima looked at Juju. “We a go?”


  “It’s your rodeo. I already told you, I won’t override you unless I feel there’s life or death riding on it. We’re off the grid, that means we’re all working together.”


  “I’m going to go back to the VA clinic again tomorrow,” Kant said, pulling out a burner cell. “Give me some contact burners so I can touch base with you.”


  They exchanged info, including where Kant was staying for now, and then he left.


  The men geared up—except for Ax—and got ready.


  “You need me to go with you?” Ax asked.


  Delta didn’t miss the glance Lima sent to Juju, deferring to him.


  Juju shrugged. “Might not be a bad idea. If we’re lucky enough to be able to turn and burn this damn place tonight, we could be meeting up with Panda without even having to S-S-and-S before we return to Atlanta.”


  Lima nodded. “You’re coming with. Unless we tell you otherwise, though, you stay in a vehicle. Understand?”


  Ax nodded. “Clearly.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Juju was more than leery about taking an untested civvie on a scouting mission. Especially when they didn’t know what it would end up becoming. If they found the lab that night and took it out, they were done.


  Frankly, he’d rather have a seasoned operative like Kant watching their six.


  I guess it’s finally time to see what the kid’s made of.


  Even though Ax was only four years older than them, and looked and acted as if he were nearly twenty years older than he really was, in some ways he was a naive kid.


  But he’d be the first to defend the guy’s technical skills. They might run up against electronic defenses they needed to disable. If Lima got caught up in a firefight, Ax would be their geek backup.


  He wants to be part of the team. We can’t keep handling him with kid gloves.


  Dusk fell as they loaded into their vehicles and headed out again, Lima in the lead SUV and navigating for Yankee. Yankee and Oscar were twins partnered up with Clara, a nurse practitioner who’d joined their ranks in Colima, Mexico, when they tracked down Sin to the charity medical clinic she was running there.


  Now she was an integral part of the Kite virus research team, helping out in the lab as an assistant to the scientists.


  They found a fairly busy shopping center less than a mile from the target home.


  “We’ll cruise by first,” Lima said. “Make sure the car is still there and check the layout. You wait here.”


  “We going to grab this guy tonight?” Juju asked. He felt edgy, on guard, even more so than any heavy fire mission, for some reason.


  He wanted results.


  “We can’t,” Lima said. “Not unless he leads us to the lab tonight. We’re not even positive this is our guy. He’s just a start. I want to tail him.”


  They returned to the SUV and waited. Ax pulled up the tracker program on his tablet. Ten minutes later, he spoke up from the back seat.


  “Tracker’s active.”


  Lima’s voice came to them through their two-way radios. “You catching that ping?”


  “Roger,” Ax said. “Clear as a bell.”


  “On our way back.”


  Five minutes later, they were together again.


  “So how you want to handle this?” Juju asked. “Split shifts?”


  “He’s not going anywhere in that car we won’t know about,” Lima said. “I’ll set an alert on the tracker to notify us when he starts moving. I think it’s pointless for all of us to sit out here all night long.”


  “We’ll take first watch,” Juju said.


  It was doing something, at least.


  “Roger roger,” Lima said. “Why don’t you guys cruise by the house first and get a visual on the car. Can’t miss it, it’s a silver Toyota hybrid, rusty and beat to hell.”


  They cruised past the house and immediately spotted the car.


  The odd thing to Juju was that the house, while not ritzy, was obviously tended, cared for, especially when compared to some of the other houses on the street. The other three cars in the driveway were old and inexpensive, but clean, and in far better condition than the subject’s car.


  Junkie.


  “We good?” Delta asked.


  Juju kept going to circle around back to the shopping center. “Put eyes on it.”


  Once the others had returned to the hotel, Juju, who was behind the wheel, leaned the seat back. I’ll take late watch,” he said. “You guys wake me up if we need to get moving.”


  It wasn’t much, but at least they were doing something.


  Hopefully, something worthwhile.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Wednesday morning, Shasta couldn’t shake her unease. Stu hadn’t checked in lately, and had been a little vague on the note he’d left her that morning about when he’d be back.


  If he was on his “usual” schedule, he should be back that afternoon.


  I knew it couldn’t last.


  Whatever he was on, whatever he was taking, there was no way in hell it could be legal, much less doing what they’d told him it was doing.


  Being a guinea pig? Actually, she could believe that. In his state, he was pretty gullible, especially if someone was promising him not only a payout in reduced pain, but in actual cash money.


  It genuinely shocked her when Stu returned later that afternoon and, without even having to be asked, started pitching in with chores, doing his own laundry, and even asking if she needed help making dinner.


  He smirked. “What’s wrong, sis?”


  “Nothing, I guess. I’m just trying to get used to this and hoping you don’t break my heart again.”


  His smile faded as he took her hands in his and squeezed. “This stuff is helping me. Once they let me, I promise, I’ll get Dad into the trials. I can’t imagine how much better he’ll feel when he gets on this.”


  “What is it called?”


  “I don’t know. They won’t tell me, said it’s proprietary. I heard one of the guys refer to it as K1 but I looked that up. All I could find that made any sense was K, and that’s the periodic table symbol for potassium. When I researched—”


  “Wait. You researched?”


  That would be a massive first.


  He smiled. “Yeah. My brain feels clearer now than it ever did before. Anyway, potassium deficiencies can cause all sorts of stuff. My guess is that they’re experimenting with applying potassium and other stuff together to try to deliver whatever the compound is to our nervous systems to help with the pain. They told us when we started that they’re working on how to bypass the ‘broken’ brain signals, and that not only would we get pain relief, but also emotional and mental clarity as well.”


  They hadn’t lied about that, apparently. “But they won’t tell you what’s in the stuff?”


  “No. Confidentiality agreement.” He grinned. “You want to know what’s even better?”


  “What?”


  “I haven’t used since this started. At all. It’s like the desire isn’t even there anymore.”


  She spotted the needle marks in his left arm and grabbed it, shoving his sleeve up. “What are those, then?”


  “It’s an IV drug. That’s why I have to go get it. They said for the initial trial period, they aren’t supposed to give us doses we can administer to ourselves yet. They have to carefully manage the doses and control it for the research to be valid. Eventually they will, though. Premeasured doses.”


  “So you have to go in every day?”


  “Not yet. The doses they’re giving us right now last nearly two full days. I’m telling you, it’s crazy how great this shit is. I start feeling sort of achy toward the end, and my brain gets kind of fuzzy, but it’s nothing like I used to get that made me use.”


  Shasta wanted to believe this.


  Needed to believe this.


  Desperately.


  She let go of his arm. “I want this to work for you,” she quietly said. “I want you to be able to go to college and have a life. I’m sorry I’ve been such a bitch, but…I’m scared.”


  He pulled her in for a hug, apparently misunderstanding what she was scared about. “This time, it’s for good. I swear it is.”


  She closed her eyes. “I hope so, Stu. I love you, and I really hope this is a good thing. I want this for you if it’s a good thing.”


  “I love you, too, sis.” He stood five inches taller than her five nine and rested his chin on top of her head. “I’m sorry I couldn’t get my shit together before now.”


  “Yeah, well, you fuck this up after getting my hopes up, and Mom and Dad’s, and I’ll be your worst enemy, little bro.”


  But when he stepped back he wore that grin, the same goofy, lovable grin she hadn’t seen from him since he was a kid. “Thank you for being patient with me. And the tough love. Thank you for not giving up on me.”


  Their mom didn’t have to work a late shift tonight and was going to eat at home with them. The four of them, around the dinner table.


  An extremely rare occurrence as of late.


  Still, Shasta couldn’t shake her gut’s screaming how wrong this all was. How…


  Weird.


  Nothing added up.


  Either the company was breaking the law by trying to bypass the regular testing procedures, or…


  They were flat-out breaking the law trying to get people hooked on some weird new drug.


  Before Stu had returned that day, Shasta had searched his eerily clean room. No signs of drugs, but she found a handgun, ammo, and spare mags in a box way up under his bed. It looked like he hadn’t touched it since returning from deployment, and there were a few other things in there, like a hat and other memorabilia from his time in.


  She wondered if he even remembered he had it.


  Out of an abundance of caution, she took the gun, ammo, and mags out to her car and locked them in her glove box. She didn’t know how to shoot, had never shot a gun in her life.


  But she’d wanted that gun out of the house, just in case.


  Just in case something bad happened with Stu.


  In case this wasn’t a “good thing” after all.


  


  * * * *


  


  Delta had awakened Juju and then kicked back for his own snooze. Yes, this was a boring—so far—assignment, but he was well aware how quickly boredom could turn into a life-or-death battle.


  And they weren’t even sure if there was any Kite virus in the lab they were looking for. That alone added an extra degree of difficulty to the challenge.


  The military had been his refuge when his dad died in a flu pandemic when Delta, then Daryl Spears, was only eighteen years old, and two months out of high school.


  He had hoped to figure out a way to scrape up money for vo-tech training, or community college classes, but the military had been his final decision.


  He’d been in over five years, serving in a number of posts and learning skills as part of mechanical divisions when the call went out for tryouts for the new special ops units.


  More as a lark than anything, he’d tried out, shocked when he’d blown the doors off some of the others trying out with him.


  He guessed doing PT and spending time at the range as a hobby had paid off.


  He also hadn’t been sure he and Juju would get along well as partners, but when he spotted the pattern, he damn sure didn’t want to be seen as having been forced to partner up with the guy. Hell, they were a team. Might as well choose his partner.


  Wasn’t like they didn’t have some fun together. First time they’d gotten a good beer buzz on and shared a woman in bed, that cemented it for both of them. Delta wasn’t going to deny that he’d never had a woman moaning as loudly or coming as hard as that woman did with both of them going after her. No jealousy, either, which wasn’t something he’d expected. The fact that she’d been having fun had made it fine.


  Yeah, okay, he’d admit sometimes it was fun getting Juju riled up. And to the man’s credit, he didn’t lord the stripes over Delta, either. If it hadn’t been for fucking TMFU, Delta would have sergeant stripes of his own by now.


  Everything had been put on hold, though, pending the outcome of the apocalypse.


  He’d been an only child growing up. When his mom died when he was fourteen, he’d had to take on part-time jobs to help out with money, if he wanted to buy extras, like food and clothes. His dad had a hard enough time trying to make ends meet as a single parent. They’d lived in Columbus, Ohio, and until he joined the military, Daryl Spears had never gone any farther than Cincinnati.


  Now he’d seen the world.


  He also never thought he’d say he missed the hell out of Columbus. Especially not after the shit they’d witnessed. Hell, LA would probably be giving him nightmares for the rest of his life.


  Juju, even though only a month older than Delta, was more like a big brother to him. In that vein he loved trying to tweak him, pick on him, gig him.


  Yeah, he loved the dude. He’d kill and die for his partner, that was for damn sure. The guy was easy to get along with, even though Delta knew his own behavior sometimes made Juju want to belt him.


  Nolan Buck hadn’t really wanted to be dubbed Juju, but it was that or Joker, and he’d liked that one even less. When the code names were handed out, they’d had two choices and picked one. As SOTIF1, they’d had first crack at the names.


  With Juju’s curly brown hair and green eyes, he was usually the good kind of juju for drawing in the ladies. When Delta tapped in and finally spoke after Juju set the hook, the ladies were reeled in. Delta had a deep “purr” of a voice that was about the only thing he could thank his father’s two-pack-a-day cigarette habit for. Years of inhaling second-hand smoke had helped insure a voice that women melted for.


  It was a little after three a.m. when a beeping in the backseat caught his attention. He turned to see Ax sitting up and staring at the tablet as Juju startled awake.


  “What is it?” Delta asked.


  “The vehicle’s moving. Coming this way.”


  Juju, now wide awake, started the engine but left their lights off. The big-box store that anchored this busy shopping center was open twenty-four hours a day, so sitting there hadn’t drawn any suspicion.


  “Give me directions,” Juju said.


  “Hold on. He’s coming this way.” Ax looked up, around. “Go to the south side of the shopping center. The road that comes out there. That’s where he’ll be.”


  Juju put on the lights and sure enough, their mark appeared.


  “Phone it in to Lima,” Juju said. “Roust them.”


  They followed the guy at a more than safe distance, not paying much attention when another car passed them and then, when a light went from green to yellow and then immediately red, pulled into the lane in front of them, right behind their target car.


  “You see that?” Delta said. “That light was only yellow literally for less than a second.”


  “Weird,” Juju said. “Maybe it’s a timer glitch.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Shasta was glad she didn’t have to be at work early tomorrow morning. She was going to follow Stu and figure out what the fuck was going on. When she heard him get up and leave the house around three a.m. Thursday morning, she threw on clothes and quickly bolted out the door after him, almost losing him before she remembered the damn signal app on her phone.


  Fuck it.


  She set a light just ahead of Stu to go red and, sure enough, it did. She’d had to whip around an SUV to get right behind Stu, but she breathed a sigh of relief that she hadn’t lost him.


  She drove a small, black car, a Honda that wasn’t new, but still ran great and was paid for. She wasn’t sure Stu could even pick her car out during the daytime, much less following him at night when he expected her to be sound asleep in bed.


  Letting him pull away from her, she eased back, not wanting to be right on his tail and even letting the SUV she’d passed get around her as she slid into the right-hand lane when it was obvious the driver was going to stay on her tail. Thinking ahead, she kept the traffic lights from letting Stu get too far away from her.


  She would thank Paul for the app if it hadn’t creeped her the hell out so badly.


  Another case of something really wrong was going on.


  Stu drove for another twenty minutes, finally pulling into a shopping center where several stores were open all night. She drove past where he turned to the next entrance, pulling in and parking in front of one of the stores but where she could still see Stu.


  He got out and into another vehicle, a plain, white panel van with no windows on the side. She prepared to follow that vehicle, but then after ten minutes, Stu got back out and into his car.


  She noticed the black SUV had pulled into the shopping center, too, parked on the far end, but also with an apparent line of sight to Stu’s car.


  When Stu left, she pulled out to follow him and noticed the SUV did, too. Ten minutes later, when she realized it looked like Stu was retracing his route home, she had a thought.


  He couldn’t beat her home or he might know she’d followed him.


  Dammit.


  She finally turned off, taking a different and more direct route, unashamedly using the signal app to help her make better time and to slow Stu’s progress.


  She was in her bedroom when she heard his car pull into the driveway and then heard him enter the house a few minutes later.


  Now she was kicking herself that she hadn’t got the license plate on the panel van he’d met up with.


  Fuck.


  She could try pulling up traffic cameras tomorrow and see if they showed anything. They had a seven-day immediate memory, older stuff accessible through a data pull upon request.


  She looked at her phone.


  Or, I could try pulling them up now.


  She logged into the app and, yes, she could access the feeds. It took her a little while, but she finally found the panel van and was able to make out a license plate, noting it.


  She’d have to add that to her research.


  Tomorrow.


  Well, technically today.


  Right now, she needed to get back to sleep.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  “That’s the subject’s sister,” Lima said through the radios, now that he was awake and him, Oscar, and Yankee were racing back to join them. “Well, it’s the sister’s car. No telling who’s driving it.”


  Juju had radioed Lima the license plate, not wanting Ax distracted from tracking their suspect.


  When the guy finally arrived at a shopping center and then got into a white panel van, Juju was ready to fall into pursuit.


  But…they didn’t go anywhere.


  The sister, Juju noted, pulled in at the far side of the parking lot and sat, waiting.


  She obviously didn’t realize they were also following her brother.


  “I think she’s following him,” Juju said.


  Delta concurred. “That’d be my guess.”


  “But why? Does she know what’s going on?”


  “Maybe she doesn’t,” Delta said. “Maybe that’s why she’s following him.”


  Juju coordinated with Lima. “We can’t see the license plates on the other vehicle from here. When you come in, cruise by. It’s a white panel van parked right next to the subject’s car.”


  “Roger roger.”


  A moment later, Lima replied. “Registered to a—surprise, surprise—Saudi company with a PO Box here in Houston…Oh, here’s an even bigger shocker, not. The PO Box address is one digit off from the address we have for the Church of the Rising Sunset’s stronghold here in Houston.”


  “Well, we’re on the right track, at least,” Juju said. “That was easier than I thought it’d be. Looks like Kant doesn’t need to go fishing again.”


  “Not going to call that off yet,” Lima said.


  A few minutes later, their subject got out of the van, returned to his car, and headed out of the parking lot in the direction he’d come from.


  The sister’s car started following.


  “You guys stay on the subject,” Lima said. “We’ll follow the panel van.”


  “Roger roger.” Juju stayed close enough behind the subject that they wouldn’t lose him. From what little he could see, it had appeared to be a woman in the sister’s car, although he couldn’t tell for sure.


  But then, suddenly, she veered off.


  Delta turned. “What the hell? Where’s she going?”


  “Probably wants to beat him home,” Juju said. “If he didn’t know she was following him—which it looks like he didn’t—she’d want to make sure she got home first.”


  “True.”


  They held back, driving past the guy’s street when he turned off. A few minutes later, they cruised by the house and found both cars parked in the driveway.


  Juju drove down two blocks and pulled over, parking on the street where other cars were parked along the curb.


  Delta started to get out.


  “Hold up,” Juju said. He turned to the back. “We have a tracker with us?”


  Ax nodded and dug one out of his bag, activating it and handing it across the seat to Delta.


  He jumped out and made his way back to the house.


  When he returned a few minutes later and got in, he said, “Both cars, their engines are hot. Second car now tagged.”


  Juju called Lima on the radio. “Both cars back at subject’s house. We stuck a tracker on the other one, too.”


  “Good. Catch up with us, if you can. We can swap off.” He gave Juju their location and current direction of travel. Ax pulled up a map on his tablet and started guiding Juju.


  It took them the better part of thirty minutes, but they caught up with, then passed Lima and the others as they fell back so Juju could pick up the tail.


  Which, it turned out, was a waste of time. The panel van turned into a parking lot at a warehouse building near the shipyards, with a manned guard shack.


  They continued on, Delta noting the address as they passed.


  By the time they’d rendezvoused at a parking lot several blocks away, Ax had summoned his own electronic juju and had found out information about the building.


  “Supposed to be a plasma lab, whatever the fuck that means.”


  “It means it’s a front for a medical lab,” Lima said as they gathered around the hood of Juju’s SUV and looked at Ax’s tablet.


  “Did anyone see if the guard was armed or not?” Oscar asked.


  No one had.


  Lima glanced up at the sky. “It’s going to be dawn pretty soon. I’ll get on the line to Bubba and see what kind of sat surveillance he can pull up for us. No way in hell we’re going in there blind, or even without knowing for sure if it’s the right place.”


  “Back to base?” Juju asked.


  Lima nodded, scrubbing at his face. “Back to base. You three can grab some rack time while I get some intel feedback.”


  


  * * * *


  


  When Shasta’s phone alarm went off at ten Thursday morning, she wondered why she felt so exhausted.


  Then she remembered the pre-dawn drive and sleep fled her system.


  She knew her parents were gone, but when she looked out the front window, she spotted Stu’s car still parked in the drive.


  Which was odd, because according to his “schedule,” he’d be gone today.


  Weird.


  After her shower and starting a load of clothes, she decided to cook herself brunch. She walked over to Stu’s door and knocked. “I’m going to scramble me some eggs. You want some?”


  No response.


  She fought the urge to just bust in there on him. He wasn’t a child, he was a grown-ass adult, no matter how irresponsible she thought he was being.


  She knocked again, a little harder. “Stu? You want breakfast?”


  Still no reply.


  One more knock, and this time, she tried the knob.


  Locked.


  Shit.


  Unlike her and her parents, he hadn’t switched out his doorknob. He still had a regular old interior knob, with the little hole in the outside that you could poke something through to pop the lock open, like an ice pick or a small screwdriver.


  The bad feeling had returned with a vengeance. She made a fist and pounded on his door. “Stuart. This isn’t funny. Answer me, dammit!”


  Nothing.


  She pounded again, then finally made up her mind. “Fine! I’m coming in there. You asked for it.”


  She stormed into the kitchen and rooted through the junk and catch-all drawer in the kitchen until she found a small screwdriver that would fit through the hole. Seconds later, she’d popped the lock and threw open the door.


  The room was dark due to the curtains being drawn. Stuart lay in bed, curled up on his side under the sheet, with it pulled all the way up over him.


  When she flipped on the light, he still didn’t move.


  As she stared at him, she realized her feet were refusing her brain’s command to walk forward. She could barely see his face from the way he’d burritoed himself in the sheet, but from what she could see, he wore a beaming, peaceful smile.


  “Stu?” Her voice came out a whisper now, terror chilling her soul.


  Never before in her life had she ever felt so scared.


  “Stu, hey, little bro. Wake up.” She realized she was clutching the screwdriver so tightly now in both hands that the end was poking into her right palm.


  No no no no no!


  She didn’t know how long she stood there until she finally forced her brain to make contact with her feet and coerce them through threats of violence to take her forward to the side of her brother’s bed.


  He looked happy, blissful. Like he was asleep in the greatest dream in the world.


  Happier than she’d seen him…ever.


  “Stu?”


  Her vision blurred and she realized she was crying.


  Kneeling down, she slowly reached out and touched the backs of her fingers to his forehead.


  His flesh felt cool, not even…real.


  “Oh, Stu.” She held her hand in front of his nose and felt…nothing.


  Reaching under the covers, she pressed her fingers against his neck, the way they’d taught them time and again in the CPR refresher classes at work.


  No pulse, and his skin felt cool there as well.


  His color was wrong, too, waxy.


  “Fuck!”


  She got up and left the room exactly as it was, retrieving her cell phone and calling 911. An ambulance and deputy arrived within seconds of each other just a few minutes later.


  She’d already called her parents and told them they had to come home, that it was an emergency, but not why.


  As she sat on the couch, in numb shock, the deputy questioned her as to what had happened, how she’d found him.


  She discovered herself leaving out the part about the early morning drive.


  And it didn’t take her long to realize why, exactly.


  She wanted revenge.


  Thinking about the license plate number she now had, and the gun in her glove box, she knew exactly what she’d do.


  “When was the last time you saw your brother alive, Miss Myers?” he asked.


  She took a deep breath, wadding up the tissues in her hand, her tears still rolling down her cheeks under her glasses. “Last night when I went to bed. He went to bed and I heard his bedroom door close.”


  “And your parents?”


  “They went to bed before we did.”


  One of the EMTs emerged from the bedroom and shook his head. Then, he crooked a finger at the deputy.


  “Excuse me.” The deputy followed him into Stu’s bedroom. When he emerged a moment later, he had something in a baggie.


  An empty syringe.


  “Was your brother a drug user?”


  She nodded. “He went to the VA pain clinic. He swore he was clean. He’d been doing better the past couple of days. Said he was in some sort of trial program there, working there part-time.” She wouldn’t tell them any more than that. That was the story they’d told her parents.


  Not like Stu would argue with her. And the cops wouldn’t know she’d lied about it. They’d think her brother had lied to her.


  The deputy noted all of that. Then she realized the EMTs were packing up and preparing to leave.


  “Where are they going?” she asked.


  Another deputy arrived and walked in as the EMTs were leaving.


  “We’ve got the Medical Examiner coming to pick him up,” the deputy said. “They’ll have to do an autopsy on him and then you can have a funeral home take him.”


  She nodded.


  “Is there anything, any information you can give me about his drug habit?”


  She shrugged. “The past week or so, he really seemed changed. We thought whatever it was he was doing, it was working.”


  “And this was a VA program?”


  Playing the grief-stricken, distraught older sister wasn’t very difficult right now. “Yeah. That’s what he told us. We didn’t want to question it because he really seemed to be getting better. Why? You don’t think he was lying to us, do you?”


  “I don’t know, ma’am. I’m not even sure what substance this is yet. There aren’t any markings, and there wasn’t any medicine around. It looks like he had a pre-filled syringe. Have you seen him taking anything?”


  “No. We threatened him the first time he had to go into rehab. We told him, me and my parents, that if he brought drugs into the house we’d turn him in to the cops. We didn’t want any kind of trouble like that around here.”


  “Do you mind if we search your brother’s room, or other parts of the house?”


  “No, not at all. Go ahead. I’ll open our bedroom doors for you.” She was slow getting up, the second deputy catching her elbow when she hooked her foot on the coffee table and nearly face-planted into the carpet.


  “Thank you…” She burst into tears again.


  “It’s all right, ma’am. We know this is difficult for you.”


  He kept a steadying arm on her elbow as she walked down to her bedroom door, unlocked it, and then opened it for him. Followed by her parents’ bedroom door.


  Three more deputies had arrived, and then her father was racing through the door.


  “What’s going on?”


  She stopped him in the living room and shook her head, now really crying, sobbing against his shoulder as he wrapped his arms around her and held her.


  One of the deputies spoke to him and Shasta tuned out the world for a little while. When her mom arrived, they still hadn’t taken Stu’s body away yet and together, the three of them cried and said their good-byes once they’d gotten him loaded on a gurney.


  “Do you think whatever that was you found is what killed him?” her father asked.


  Shasta hated hearing the pain in his voice and hated even more that, right then, she wasn’t strong enough to be more for him than his daughter. To be the strong one in the family, the way she usually was and had been ever since their dad got hurt.


  “We don’t know, sir. We’ll have to test it and wait until the autopsy is done.”


  Her father had to sign some forms, and then, at some point, they were alone again.


  She couldn’t call in to work, either. There wasn’t enough coverage for her to miss it.


  And she needed to numb herself out in the only way she could.


  As their parents started notifying what few relatives they had, Shasta sat on the couch and tried to sort through the toxic stew of emotions filling her from the bottom up.


  Stu had hoped this was a change. A real change for him. That she believed with every ounce of her being.


  And she would absolutely make the fuckers pay who’d given him the drugs.


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  “Well, fuck,” Delta said from where he and Lima stood a short distance away from a group of neighbors who’d gathered around to watch what was going on. “Now what?”


  Ax had been able to hack into the police scanners and figure out that the deceased certainly seemed to fit the description of the man they’d been following.


  “Awfully coincidental he meets with someone last night and is dead this morning, isn’t it?” Lima posed.


  “Yeah. So our lead is that warehouse.”


  “Our only lead.”


  Juju scratched at his chin. “The sister, though. She followed him last night. You think she told the cops about that?”


  “Don’t know,” Lima said. “If she did, it might mean the place is under surveillance and we can’t get near it without outing ourselves.”


  “So now what?” Delta asked again. He was tired of taking two steps forward and one back.


  “Back to base,” Lima said. “I need intel. Oscar and Yankee will tail the sister and keep us posted.”


  One of the twins, who were sitting in their SUV just down the block, sounded off over the two-ways in their ears. “Roger roger.”


  Delta had lived and worked with them for over four years and still couldn’t tell their voices apart on the radio. In person, sure, he could easily tell them apart by their mannerisms and the scar on the left side of Yankee’s jaw.


  The other four men walked down to the second SUV, piled in, and headed back to the hotel.


  Delta, Juju, and Ax retired to their room to catch another nap. Delta and Juju shared a bed and gave “the kid” as they were both thinking of him now the other bed.


  “So how does this mess up our plans?” Ax asked.


  “Don’t know.” He and Juju both lay down on top of the covers, fully dressed. “We have to wait for Lima to get back to us. He’ll probably run down as much info as he can on that building. We’d been hoping to grab that guy and question him about what he knew before going in there, but we might have to go in blind, to a certain extent. Regardless, it can’t be in the middle of the day.”


  “Why not?” Ax asked.


  Juju snorted and answered. “Visibility.”


  “Oh.”


  “This is definitely a nighttime mission,” Delta continued. “So I suggest you grab some rack time now, while the grabbing is good.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Shasta ended up going in to work nearly two hours early.


  It was that or listen to the muffled sounds of her mother’s sobs through their bedroom door.


  They’d found nearly a thousand dollars, cash, in Stu’s wallet.


  Ironically, that would be the money they’d use to pay for his budget cremation. A regular funeral was way outside their means, even with help from the military to pick up a chunk of it.


  Functional numbness had set in, not dulling her rage, just helping her corral it so she didn’t explode. Shasta realized she had to get out of the house when she’d asked her dad how soon they could move her mom’s coworker and daughter into Stu’s room.


  He’d stared up at her with shock on his face.


  “Sorry,” she mumbled. “I’m…not thinking straight right now.”


  That’s when she realized she’d have to go to work. It was her one sole tether to sanity.


  With the uncertainty in the staffing, she’d taken to bringing a shower kit and spare clothes with her to work, along with a pillow, just in case. As she drove to work in a fog, trying not to think—


  Stuart’s dead


  —about how cool his skin had felt under her fingers, she started a mental checklist.


  Run the license plates.


  Track down the address.


  She glanced at her locked glove box.


  Research shooting a gun.


  Because someone would get shot. Whether or not she killed them remained to be seen, but even if she had to gut-shoot someone to give up information that would lead her to the fuckers who’d basically killed her brother, she’d do it.


  Her give-a-damn had given up when it came to laws, and what constituted right and wrong.


  Stu had tried to change. Had wanted to change. Had thought he’d found the answer.


  It’d given not only Shasta hope, but her parents as well.


  Now they were hurting even more, and she would make sure if for that alone someone’s ass would fucking pay.


  She walked into their office and dropped her stuff at her station, kicking her bag under her desk before making her way back to their dedicated break room. Before she told Lou what had happened, she needed coffee first. It wasn’t until she’d made it all the way to the break room that she realized Tesla and Ramirez, who’d both been at their desks, had gone quiet when she’d walked into the room.


  Just short of the break room door she turned and stared at them.


  They immediately turned around and went back to work.


  Backtracking, she realized Lou wasn’t in his office, although, honestly? She could barely remember her own name at that point, much less whether or not Lou was supposed to be on duty or not.


  I don’t fucking care.


  Coffee first. She needed it.


  Desperately.


  And as her stomach growled, she realized not only had she never made herself breakfast, but she hadn’t eaten at all since getting up.


  Shit.


  After making her coffee, she carried it back out to her desk and left it sitting there. Without a word to Tesla and Ramirez, she headed downstairs to the cafeteria. They’d still be open and she could grab a sandwich or something. If she ate the food she’d brought with her—which she realized she’d forgotten to put in the break room fridge—she’d be starving come morning.


  Sigh.


  Right now, she was trying to focus on keeping one foot in front of the other without walking into a wall, diverting her thoughts—


  Stuart’s dead.


  —when they drifted too far into dangerous territory.


  She grabbed the two least gross-looking sandwiches out of the cooler case in the cafeteria and paid for them before the place closed up.


  When she returned to her office, Lou was standing by Ramirez’s desk, talking with him.


  “Hey,” she numbly said, digging her lunch cooler out of her bag and heading back to the break room.


  He followed her. “We need to talk.”


  She sighed. “Yeah, we do.” She yanked open the fridge and shoved her stuff inside, except for one of the sandwiches she’d just bought, and slammed it closed again.


  When she turned, she spotted the…weird look on Lou’s face. “What?”


  “Why are you here so early?” he asked.


  A wave of tears threatened to take her out at the knees, but she managed to get herself into one of the chairs at the table first. “Stu’s dead,” she whispered, the impact hammering pain and guilt through her soul.


  Lou’s eyes widened. “I…fuck. Shasta, I’m so sorry.” He pulled out a chair and sat with her. “Why didn’t you call in? Go home. I’ll work your shift.”


  She shook her head, trying not to focus on him. She finally pulled her glasses off and laid them on the table. She’d given up any pretense of trying to look nice today and had just pulled her hair back with an elastic band into a short ponytail.


  “I can’t,” she said. “I need to work. If I sit there at home I’m gonna go crazy.” She finally looked up at him. Behind him, she saw Ramirez and Tesla, who’d both been looking down the hallway.


  Realizing they’d been spotted, they both disappeared to their respective desks off to either side. She could see the empty work stations of Bailey and Waxler.


  Forcing her focus onto Lou, she squinted at him. “What the hell is wrong with those two today?”


  He cleared his throat. “Um…” He let out a sigh. “That’s why I’m here. Tesla agreed to come in to cover an extra shift. Paul’s…” He cleared his throat again. “Paul’s dead.”


  Those two words rocked her to her core. She stared at him. “Dead?”


  He slowly nodded. “His wife answered his cell phone this morning when I called him trying to find out where he was. He was supposed to relieve me.”


  “What the hell? Dead how?” But she already knew, even before he answered.


  “Looks like a drug overdose. Said she woke up and found him asleep on the couch with a big grin on his face. Found a syringe right next to him.”


  She stared at him, ice now filling her spine, her veins, her lungs, her stomach, the freeze creeping into her brain. “OD?”


  He nodded. “How did your…” He didn’t finish.


  He didn’t have to.


  She nodded.


  “Shit.” He rubbed at his face again. “Look, seriously, go home and—”


  “No. I can’t.” She took a deep breath, trying to keep herself from screaming. “So does that mean we can post for his damn job now?” Shasta muttered.


  Lou arched an eyebrow at her.


  “Oh, too soon?”


  He sighed. “Shas—”


  She held up a staying hand. “Dude, I have no sympathy for anyone except Paul’s wife and kids.” She hauled herself up out of her chair and stared down at him. “I’m done. I’m done giving sympathy to people who ruin everyone else’s lives. He was using, just like Stu was using. I don’t care how they tried to sell the shit, they were still junkies.” She turned and headed for the break room door.


  “I was able to pull two people from down in the data center as temps,” he said. “Please, take a couple of days off. Three, at least. I’ll work some extra shifts.”


  She turned. “I can’t afford it.”


  “Paid family leave,” he said. “Take. It.”


  “What about Bailey?” she asked. “He going to call in dead, too?”


  “He was here this morning and worked until about four. He’ll come in tomorrow morning.”


  “If he’s not fucking dead.”


  “Shasta! Take the night off.”


  “Fine.” It wasn’t fine because, right now, working was the only thing keeping her from screaming her lungs out and clawing at…something.


  Anything.


  She wanted to punch and hit and kick and bite.


  She couldn’t even get in a good, hard, raging grief fuck because to do that, you had to actually have someone to fuck to have a grief fuck.


  She didn’t even have that.


  I’m fucking pitiful.


  


  * * * *


  


  “She’s on the move again,” Lima said.


  Their nap at the hotel had only lasted twenty minutes before Lima got them up and moving again. He wanted to see what kind of intelligence they could gather on the sister and that warehouse, so after Delta, Juju, Lima, and Ax had caught up with Oscar and Yankee just as they pulled into the government complex behind the sister, they switched out.


  Delta was behind the wheel this time. Ax rode with Oscar and Yankee and left to go keep an eye on the warehouse. So far, they hadn’t spotted any police presence anywhere near it.


  Juju had jumped out of their car and tracked the woman upstairs to her department. He hadn’t been able to follow her inside, but had veered off and gone on to the records department, also on the same floor and open to the public.


  They’d been ready to settle in for the night to watch for her when their subject surprised them by coming out less than an hour later and getting in her car.


  Now, there she sat, the engine running, lights on.


  And…


  Delta held up a pair of binoculars and looked through them to watch her.


  He watched as she pounded on her steering wheel and cried.


  “Either she just got fired,” Delta muttered, “or they sent her home when she told them her brother died.”


  “I doubt fired,” Lima said from the backseat, the perpetual sound of a keyboard clicking underlying every other sound in the vehicle. “Her department only has seven people listed in it. She probably went in to work to not think for a while. I know that’s what I’d do.”


  Delta felt sorry for her. They’d gotten a better look at her via her driver’s license and county employee ID pics. Shasta Marie Myers, twenty-nine. Blonde hair and blue eyes, five nine. Went to college there in Houston studying computer programming, and had been working for Harris County ever since, first in their data center, and now second in command of their traffic and camera signal division.


  How Bubba and Lima had dredged all of that up, Delta didn’t even want to know.


  But as he watched her grief play out through the binoculars, he felt damned sorry for her. Now she was sobbing, her head on her arms on the steering wheel as her shoulders shook.


  Letting out a sigh, he handed the binoculars to Juju, who took a look.


  “Shit,” Juju said after watching her for a moment. “I feel sorry for her.”


  “Little brother dies,” Delta said, “and she tried going to work.”


  “You think they fired her?” Juju asked.


  Lima snorted. “Nope. Check this out, another guy in their personnel rosters for that department, one of those seven? Status just changed to deceased an hour ago.”


  Delta and Juju turned. “What?”


  “Yep. Paul Waxler. Married, two kids, former vet.” Lima looked up from the screen. “Also a patient at the VA clinic.”


  “Well, isn’t that a coinkydink?” Delta snarked.


  Juju returned the binoculars to him. Delta couldn’t help taking another look at her. “Single?”


  “I just said married with two kids.”


  “Her, jackass,” Delta shot back, pointing out the window.


  “Oh. Don’t go blaming me for you not being clear. No spouse listed in her employment file as next of kin, and no records of her having been married or divorced.”


  “Doesn’t answer my question.”


  “Answers it the best I can at this time.”


  “I’m guessing single,” Juju said.


  Delta put down the binoculars. “Why?”


  “Well, your little brother dies, you call your family. Her mom and dad, or people I assume are her mom and dad, they showed up. No one else did. If she was involved with someone, I would have expected someone else to show up. Especially a guy. Or for her to leave home and head there.”


  “Oh.” Delta lifted the binoculars to his eyes again. His heart ached for her. She still sat there, sobbing. “True. So what do we do now?”


  “Stay on her for right now,” Lima said. “If we get a chance to talk to her, I want to see what she knows about her brother’s activities. Maybe she’ll have some information about what’s going on inside that warehouse.”


  “I have an idea,” Delta said, throwing the vehicle into park. “Juju, come with, and stay quiet.”


  “What?”


  “Just follow me.”


  He got out, not looking back as he heard Juju exit the vehicle behind him. Making a beeline for her car, he took a deep breath, walked up to the driver’s door, and gently rapped on the window.


  She sat up, startled, hesitating a moment before she rolled the window down. “Yes?” She sniffled.


  “Ms. Shasta Myers?”


  “Who are you?”


  “I apologize, but I was told we might find you here. I know this is not an easy time for you, but I need to ask you a couple more questions about…what happened this morning.”


  She rooted around in her purse for tissues and blew her nose before she nodded. “Okay, sure.”


  He felt like shit for taking advantage of her like this, when she was obviously vulnerable, but better now than her asking pesky questions, like wanting to see official ID.


  “Did your brother have any contacts you know of who we might talk to about his activities over the past couple of weeks?”


  “Good luck with that,” she said. “He wouldn’t tell me anything about the past few days. Said he was in an experimental program.”


  Despite her tears, he suspected from her tense body language that she was holding something back. Besides, they’d followed her. They saw her follow her brother.


  Maybe it was just that, maybe it was more. He wasn’t sure.


  “Any chance you know who gave or sold him the drugs that led to his death?”


  “No, but if you find out, let me know and give me a headstart.” She glared up at him, her nose puffy, eyes red and swollen from crying.


  He admired her spirit.


  “I’m guessing from your questions,” she said before he could speak again, “that he wasn’t really in a VA program like he said?”


  “We’re still trying to determine that, ma’am. It’s an ongoing investigation.” But it gave Delta a clue. “You’re sure that’s what he told you?”


  She lied, and he could tell from the way her gaze darted. “He said he was in an experimental drug program for pain management but he wasn’t supposed to tell anyone about it.”


  He didn’t want to call her on her lies in case they could find another reason to talk to her.


  Figures. Our damn luck, we meet a cute girl, and her brother just died.


  “Are you going to work, ma’am?” He certainly couldn’t admit they’d been following her.


  Another snort. Her gaze dropped to her lap. “I tried. When I told my boss what happened he ordered me to go home. Would you believe another guy died, too?” Her focus returned to him. “Paul Waxler. Both him and John Bailey disappeared for three damn days and returned with doctor notes saying they’d been receiving ‘treatments.’ Didn’t say what kind. And Stu disappeared, too, same time. Waxler and Bailey were both vets, too. Whatever that shit is, don’t be shocked if Bailey turns up dead, too. I suspect they were in the same program as Stu.”


  He pulled out his phone and typed in the names with her spelling them for him. He didn’t want her to know Lima had already tapped into their HR records.


  That might be hard to explain.


  “I’ll make sure the detectives working both cases are talking to each other,” he said. He hated making her promises he damn well couldn’t keep, but there was a larger picture to keep in mind, bigger than one beautiful, heartbroken woman.


  They returned to the car and reported what they learned to Lima.


  “So why didn’t she tell you the truth?” Lima mused.


  Juju shook his head. “Honestly? I think she’s planning on trying for a little revenge of her own.”


  Delta slowly nodded. “I think he’s right.”


  “Revenge, how?” Lima asked.


  “She works in a computer system for county government. Wouldn’t surprise me if she’s got some hacking skills of her own. She might want to be out for blood, track them down herself.”


  “Then we really need to keep an eye out,” Lima said. “We don’t need her stumbling into that warehouse.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The two guys were hunky, handsome. The one doing all the talking had brown hair and brown eyes and didn’t exactly strike her as a detective. The other had brown hair and gorgeous green eyes.


  Figures. No rings on their hands. She meets two gorgeous hunks and here she sat, a blubbering, snot-drooling mess.


  Oh, yeah. And Stu’s dead.


  That sent her into tears again. “Look, is there anything else? I’m…I just need to go home. I’m sorry, I’ll be happy to answer your questions later, but I just…I can barely think right now.”


  “Of course. We’re sorry. Thank you for your time.”


  They headed off and it wasn’t until she was out of the parking lot that she realized she hadn’t asked their names, and they hadn’t volunteered them.


  Dammit.


  She was doubly cursed. Only emphasizing how lonely she felt. No one to really lean on.


  She headed home to collapse, letting all thoughts of the two mystery hunks drain from her mind.


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  When Shasta awoke Friday morning from a ragged and nightmare-laden sleep, grief and rage burned hot and bright in her soul. Even the dreams about the two hunks who’d asked her questions mixed in with the nightmares gave her no comfort whatsoever.


  Whatever had happened to Stu, it had happened because of that damn lab. Overnight, she locked herself in her bedroom with the gun and her laptop and researched how to use it.


  Didn’t mean she’d hit anything with it, but at least she knew how to load it and how to make sure she had a round in the chamber.


  She waited for her parents to leave that morning. They were going to go talk to an undertaker about arrangements. When they asked if she wanted to go with them, Shasta declined, lying and telling them she had to go to work because—the truth—one of their guys there had died yesterday.


  Once she knew they were safely away, Shasta left home and drove over to work to sit and wait for Bailey to get off from his shift. What she’d gleaned from Lou before she’d left last night, Bailey would be off for three days, and she was betting his first stop would be wherever it was he and Waxler and Stu had been going.


  Following him, she had the app ready on her phone to control the lights as they drove. Any time he got too far ahead, she simply shut him down with a red light.


  It took nearly an hour, but he pulled into a guarded gate at what looked like some sort of secure warehouse facility not too far from the shipyards.


  Driving past, she waited until she found a place she could pull in and then she grabbed her laptop.


  The latest satellite map view was nearly five weeks old, but it showed a lot of activity in a fairly decrepit looking building. Several nondescript white panel vans parked outside. Zooming in, none of the license plates were visible.


  Her cell phone rang, startling her.


  Her dad.


  “You still at home, sweetie?”


  She hated lying to them, but it couldn’t be helped. “I needed to go in to work,” she said. “I’m sorry.”


  “It’s okay. I understand. I don’t blame you. The preliminary autopsy said he died of a heroin-beta overdose.”


  “Heroin? He never took that before.” Usually he’d done pills, especially anything that would help his pain.


  “That’s what they just told us. They said the syringe tested positive for it. We have to wait two weeks for the final blood work to come back.”


  “Oh. Okay.” She felt like the world’s shittiest daughter right now. “How’s Mom?”


  “We’re okay. Are you all right?”


  She let out a breath. “No. I’m not,” she admitted. “I’m sorry I’m sucking at this, but I’m kind of medicating with work for now.”


  He actually sounded…relieved. “Thank you for admitting that. I was afraid you were going to hold it all in.”


  “Huh?”


  “You’ve been like that all your life, sweetheart. Being the strong one. I know you have to deal with this in your way, but just know your mother and I love you and are waiting if you want to talk.”


  “I’m sorry I’m not being very comforting right now.”


  “We all lost,” he said. “We all have to deal with this for right now however we have to deal with it. When you’re ready for a hug, just knock on our door.”


  “I love you, Dad.”


  Now his voice choked up. “Love you, too, sweetheart. Here’s your mom.”


  He handed the phone over, and it was almost worse talking to her. “Hey, sweetie. Love you.”


  Shasta pulled off her glasses and wiped at her eyes. “Love you, Mom. I told Dad, sorry I—”


  “It’s okay. Frankly, all I want to do right now is curl up in a ball. I remember when your grandfather died that I was doing what you’re doing now. Just remember not to hold it in if you don’t need to.”


  Growing up, she’d never had any major complaints with her parents, other than Stu sometimes got a lot more leeway than she thought he should have.


  “I’ll be home either tonight or in the morning. Lou is trying to get me to go home, but one of our guys died yesterday morning, and I just kind of…don’t want to think yet.”


  “Please stay safe. Drive careful.”


  “I will.”


  “If we’re not home…we’re probably going to drive out to the bay. Maybe even to Galveston. I just…want to sit on the beach for a while.”


  “It’s okay, Mom. If you’re not home when I get home, I’ll eat leftovers.”


  “Love you.”


  “Love you, both, too.” Shasta ended the call and looked up, staring out the windshield. Could she hack? Sure. She’d spent the better part of eight years working for the county. She’d started out in their main IT department, getting transferred into signaling less than a year later when they had a vacancy and rising through the ranks there.


  But those months in IT had been well-spent, and she’d made friends of coworkers, friends she still had to this day.


  It also meant she had a pretty intricate knowledge of the workings of the county’s IT system and their data center. At the turn of the century, everything had finally been integrated into one massive data center. The different systems themselves were independent of one another…


  But if someone knew how to access the main data center they could easily get into other departments through the back end.


  Fortunately for her, she was usually the one racking new equipment in the data center when their department needed to install it. One of the data center guys helped or supervised to make sure nothing else was messed with and their operation standards were implemented, but she was the hands-on one who did it. Next to Lou, who had a bad back, she was the only one who knew how to do it in their department.


  I think it’s time I went to work.


  


  * * * *


  


  Shasta’s luck held. After driving a more direct route back that only took twenty-five minutes, she walked into the data center and found her friend, Pete, in charge on the floor that day. She hoped no one had told him about Stu.


  He gave her a hug. “Hey, girl. What’s up? Haven’t seen you in a while.”


  “Yeah, I needed to check a couple of things out. I think I have a workstation upstairs with a fluky connection. Intermittent problem we can’t trace. Wanted to look at the data logs, if you could get me in? Want to make sure it’s not an error originating down here, just in case.”


  “Sure.” He glanced around. “I log you in and walk away to go get my other stuff done that I’m behind on, you’ll behave, right?” He grinned. From the way he was acting, it was obvious he didn’t know about Stu. Maybe not even about Paul, either. If he’d just come on shift that morning, no one might have told him yet.


  She grinned back. “You know me. Of course I will.”


  Hell, he’d just made it really easy for her.


  After he logged her in, she pulled some error and data logs for their server and e-mailed them to herself on her work account. Didn’t want there to be a missing trail of evidence. She was supposed to be pulling data.


  Once she finished, that, she pulled out her phone and looked up the address for the warehouse.


  Inside the system on the back end now, she found county water bill records, property taxes, a permit for medical waste disposal and other lab-related issues from the health department, and even a construction permit pulled less than a year ago. The owner of the property was apparently some Saudi company, which she thought a little odd, especially since a mailing address she’d found that was used only for the construction permitting process was in Albuquerque, New Mexico, despite everything else relating to that property listing a PO Box in Houston.


  She grabbed pictures of all the information with her phone, including a floor plan filed with the fire inspector’s office, as required.


  Sure as hell looked like a lab set-up to her, especially when she looked at natural gas connections running into the building. And then there were the health department permits.


  Their county DMV offices were tied into the state’s system. She ran the van’s license plates and—shocker—they came up with the same Saudi corporation and the same PO Box as an address.


  That was good enough proof for her.


  Logging off and getting out of there, she returned to her car. She wanted to research the company in-depth.


  Funny thing was, when she plugged in the one address, she also pulled up information for the Church of the Rising Sunset, which made zero sense.


  Until she realized it was the same address.


  Why does that ring a bell?


  Two more seconds of searching brought up the massive scandal. A missing wife and sex tapes being posted by a blogger.


  Holy farking shitballs.


  The church also had some sort of stronghold they’d built there in the Houston area as well, which listed a PO Box mailing address only one digit off from the one being used for this warehouse address.


  Well, what do you know about that coinkydink?


  It couldn’t be a coincidence.


  No. Fucking. Way.


  And there was also disputed audio evidence posted, supposedly showing the head preacher and some assistant discussing plans.


  Dammit. Now she wanted to go back in there, log into the system again, and see what she could pull up about the church in the county records.


  She really didn’t have a plan, per se. She knew she’d need to find out as much as possible about the building before charging in there and asking what the fuck they did to her brother, but that there seemed to be a remote connection to the damn church was just…weird.


  I wonder if they have Wi-Fi.


  Some networks were ridiculously easy to hack into. All it took was someone not bothering to change the default admin password on the router, and boom.


  After a quick search, she downloaded a couple of tools and then drove back to the warehouse building, parking one property before it, where it wasn’t gated and guarded.


  Surveying, she found two wireless networks nearby that were likely candidates, called sunsetetik and NetFi90. Both of them password protected.


  Neither of them strongly protected, just using a simple password.


  After running one of her tools, she easily hacked into both networks.


  The first one, NetFi90, was apparently owned by the cabinet shop in the complex she was currently parked in.


  Based on the signal strength, she guessed the other, sunsetetik, was the one she wanted.


  And she walked right into it with her little electronic friend.


  The computers on the router seemed to be a little more complex, but as she’d expected, there was no place like home, or an out-of-the-box router with a lazy IT guy setting things up for the building.


  The first thing she did when she got in was to change the admin username and password from the defaults. If anyone wanted to change the router access password, they’d have to reset the router first, and they might not think of or know how to do that.


  She also found security cameras hooked into the router, so she started there.


  Lazy bastards.


  But in this case it worked in her favor. The feeds were scrambled and undetectable from outside sources, but there was nothing locking them down once she was inside the system, no secondary password, just the system defaults.


  Yes, it looked like a lab, and likely the building she wanted. Then when she spotted Bailey and two others lying on cots or gurneys of some sort with their eyes closed and wearing identically blissful smiles, she knew she’d hit pay dirt.


  Fuckers.


  Getting into the computers themselves might be a little more difficult. Going back to the router’s admin interface allowed her to see all the machines currently hooked up to their system.


  Including an on-site server.


  I shouldn’t do it.


  She considered it.


  Stu was dead. Whatever had happened to him, there wasn’t a doubt in her mind that it had to do with what they did to him there.


  Fuck that, I should totally do it.


  It wasn’t nearly as hard hacking into the server as she thought it might be. An eight-digit password—password.


  Fuckers make it too damn easy. They deserve to get hacked.


  Whoever had set up this place had done it fast, and sloppy. And included in the server was a password list for all the workstations she saw connected to the network.


  The goldmine, however, was inside the server. She pulled a data dump from them, files that were encrypted but only took her a few minutes to find a recently uploaded decryption tool from a hacker site to decode them—names, dates, chemical formulas. Stuff she didn’t understand, but her Google-Fu skills were damn sure well above average. She would figure out what it meant and use it against them if it was the last thing she did.


  They’d killed her brother. What they’d given to him had killed him. He’d thought he’d had a chance to turn his life around, and he’d died. And probably, also, Waxler.


  Bailey likely wasn’t much better off.


  Something struck her then. The ME told her parents Stu died of a heroin-beta overdose.


  While the files were downloading to her laptop, she used her phone to pull up news reports from the day before Stu had revealed his new “job.” She’d been so damned exhausted, she hadn’t thought too much of it at the time.


  Sure enough, several other people in the Houston area had died of heroin-beta overdoses.


  Another quick web search scared the hell out of her.


  Some of the conspiracy theory sites were insisting that was the government’s code name for Kite the drug. Including a few wackjobs insisting that Silo’s church was involved in spreading Kite in both forms in the US, and something about Drunk Monkeys, whatever those were.


  But Stu hadn’t tested positive for Kite the drug. They would have told her parents.


  Right?


  What the fucking hell?


  Once she’d pulled the files from the server, she logged out of the network, closed her laptop, and detoured by work again. Pete was still on duty and got her into the server again.


  Once again, she pulled more logs down to make it look legit before getting into the sheriff office’s system.


  “Heroin-beta” overdoses were listed in nine other cases since the beginning of October. Stu and Waxler brought the number to eleven.


  In one of the reports, the roommate had reported the victim had recently started a new job, but they didn’t have details about it. All but four of them were former veterans who’d used the same VA office.


  If it smelled like bullshit…


  There was a pattern here. She could feel it.


  Now all she had to do was find it. Maybe it made her an obsessed big sister. If so, she’d own that. But she didn’t want her little brother’s death to be written off just because he was a junkie.


  He hadn’t deserved to die.


  She wished like hell she’d paid more attention, pushed Stu harder to get better answers from him. Unfortunately, she’d just been so damned tired from working when that had all hit that she hadn’t had any time or energy to really fight him about it and try to get those answers.


  It was a failure on her part and now her parents, especially, were paying an emotional toll for that. Maybe she was trying to shove her feelings into a deep, dark hole.


  She’d own that, too.


  Stu deserved the truth. Her parents deserved the truth. Shasta would bring Stu’s murderers to justice if she had to do it with her own two hands.


  She headed home. Her parents weren’t home yet and she wanted to try to go through all the data, alone, before they did.


  She stared at Stu’s car sitting in the driveway for a moment before she walked into the house. She couldn’t bring Stu back, but she could bring his killers to justice. Whatever was going on in that lab wasn’t kosher, it wasn’t legal, and it damn sure wasn’t going to go unchallenged if she had something to say about it. Stu wasn’t the best brother she could have asked for, but he had a good heart.


  Whoever was responsible for him dying was going to pay, and pay hard, even if all she could do was go in and ruin them from the inside out with some black-hat hacking. Might be the only justice her junkie brother would get. She damn sure couldn’t count on any from the cops, even though she understood the realities of life.


  They had better things to do, more serious crimes and issues to worry about.


  So it was up to her to make sure these fuckers paid.


  Even if it meant going against everything she’d ever stood for to do it.


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  When Shasta heard her parents arrive home early Friday evening, she emerged from her room to hug them.


  Her mom and dad both looked haggard, drawn.


  “It’s okay, honey,” her mom said. “I just want to go lie down and go to sleep. Are you all right?”


  “I don’t have a choice,” Shasta said.


  “None of us do,” her father said.


  Her mom headed to their bedroom, her father hanging back, waiting until the door closed behind her to speak again, his voice low. “I’ve been scared about something like this happening ever since we learned he was using. Frankly, it’s a relief. And I’m sorry that makes me sound like a horrible father, but at least the other shoe has finally dropped.”


  She hugged him. “No, Daddy. It doesn’t make you sound horrible. I get what you mean. I sort of feel that way, too.”


  “I figured one of these days, that would be it. I was just hoping it wouldn’t be your mother to find him. I’m sorry it was you, but…” He let out a heavy sounding sigh. “I know your mom was expecting it, too, even though she held out a lot more hope than I did. You never knew him, but my younger brother, your Uncle Allen, he died of drugs, too. Same thing, got hurt in the military, came home a junkie.”


  He shook his head. “Same pattern all over again. I’ll talk to your mom tomorrow about that woman at work. I think having a kid in the house would do your mom some good, give her a distraction.”


  He kissed her on the top of the head like he used to do when she was a kid and followed her mom into their bedroom.


  Returning to her own room, Shasta prepared. She knew she’d have to wait until they fell asleep, which hopefully wouldn’t take long as exhausted as they both obviously were. And she’d have to wait until after dark, which it wasn’t quite yet.


  She’d packed everything, including the gun and extra mags, in the bag she’d been taking to work with her. If they came out of their room, she’d say she was going in to work.


  Shasta had been drinking coffee all day in preparation for her night’s errand. She didn’t know how it would end up, but either she’d be in jail, or she’d have answers.


  Maybe both.


  She didn’t want to think about the possibility that she might not make it. She wouldn’t let her parents down like that. Better to assume the best.


  She’d figure out how to clean up her tracks later, once she took care of business.


  


  * * * *


  


  “So is this gonna be a snoop and poop, or we gonna go in there and shake the tree?” Delta asked.


  “Fuck shakin’ it,” Yankee said. “I want to turn it into a smoking crater and a bunch of toothpicks.”


  “We’ll find that out after we get there,” Lima said. “I need a final sit rep with Papa first to find out if there’s any updates before we move out and do anything.”


  “Man, I wanna shake a tree,” Oscar muttered. “I’m going stir crazy. I’m not programmed for this sitting around and wasting time shit.”


  “We aren’t wasting anyone or anything except time without orders,” Lima said. “We have to make sure this is all connected first.”


  “Awfully coincidental,” Yankee said.


  “Not sayin’ you’re wrong,” Lima countered. “But we’re not in the middle of a farking jungle. This is Houston. There’s a civvie police force to think about. A lot of civvies to think about. It’s not LA and already gone to shit. We get caught with our asses hanging out, it ain’t gonna be pretty. Harder to cover our tracks here.”


  “Goddamned civilization,” Oscar muttered. “What a pain in the fucking ass.”


  A beep made them all turn and look.


  “She’s moving again,” Ax said as he stared at the tablet in his hands. He stood and walked over to show them.


  They’d followed her all day. She’d started out at work, where she didn’t go inside. Instead, she sat, waiting, and followed her coworker to the warehouse, pulled off into another parking lot down from it, and was on what looked like a laptop.


  And whatever she’d done, she’d likely changed the password of the router, because later on, Lima couldn’t access it again like he’d been able to overnight when he’d pulled a data dump from their system.


  Back to work.


  Back to the warehouse.


  Back to work.


  Then home, where she’d stayed for the rest of the afternoon.


  They stared at the tablet. “You don’t think she’s going to do something stupid like try to go back to the warehouse by herself, do you?” Delta asked.


  From the direction her car headed, that looked exactly like what she was doing.


  “Shit,” Lima said. “Scramble. Asses in gear. Move out. Now.”


  Delta ran for his gear. “Thought you said we needed a sit rep with Papa first?”


  “I’ll call him from the car. Move it!”


  They scrambled. Ax and Lima ended up riding with Delta and Juju. Juju had ended up behind the wheel. They raced through the streets of Houston trying to catch up to her. She had a head-start on them and knew her way around the city better than they did, but her destination was obvious even before she arrived there.


  Now they had to beat her there and hopefully keep her from doing something really damn brave…


  But really fucking stupid.


  


  * * * *


  


  This is really fucking stupid.


  Her fingers had been wrapped so tightly around her steering wheel that she had to sit there and flex her fingers once she’d parked where she’d been earlier and shut off the engine. There was a warehouse complex behind her goal where she could circle around and cut through the fence with the bolt cutters she’d liberated from the garage.


  She’d worn jeans and a black T-shirt, with a black jacket over that.


  She felt very spy-ish.


  Using her laptop, she logged into their system again. The password hadn’t been changed from when she’d reset it earlier. Only a couple of files had been changed from when she downloaded the last ones, too.


  In her previous jaunt through the system, she couldn’t find any external connections where the files were going. It seemed to be a self-contained system despite its connection to the Internet.


  She prepared a file and got ready to drop it into the server, her finger hovering over the return key on her laptop.


  Up until this point, while yes, accessing their system was illegal, downloading their files was illegal, and changing the password on their router was…okay, illegal, too, she hadn’t done any actual damage.


  Once she did this, she crossed the line from the realm of grey-hat to black-hat.


  Her mind flashed back to how cool Stu’s skin felt when she touched him.


  “Fuck. You.” She hit the return key.


  Immediately, the malware dropped into the server and started off its fun by disabling every safeguard in the system, including their antivirus system. Then it would shred everything in their system, byte by byte, file by file, including their backup system and external drives. It would overwrite the data multiple times and make it impossible to recover.


  And it disabled their security system.


  That now started, she pulled up their security cameras on her phone. There didn’t appear to be anyone inside the facility, as far as she could tell. She suspected the cameras wouldn’t cover the entire interior but no one had so much as walked down a corridor and the labs were all empty.


  On the front passenger floorboard was her bag. First she pulled on a pair of nitrile gloves. She grabbed the bolt cutters from her bag and laid them in her lap, wiping them down completely with a tissue. If she ended up leaving them behind, she didn’t want her or her dad’s or anyone else’s fingerprints on them to identify them by. Then she pulled the gun out of her bag, uncomfortable with its heft in her hand, and uncomfortable with the weight of the full extra mags that she stuck in her pockets.


  Sticking the gun inside the front waistband of her jeans, she took a deep breath and looked around. This parking lot didn’t have any security lights. There was one, but it had either burned out or been shot out.


  Reaching up, she switched off her dome light. Then she pulled up the signal and camera app and looked for all traffic cameras in the area. Belatedly, she realized she should have thought about that before she drove over here.


  There weren’t any cameras around this section of warehouses, fortunately. Going back, she pulled up the three closest traffic cameras she’d passed, backed them up, and deleted the footage before shutting them down.


  Note to self, leave a different way and shut the cameras down first.


  “I really have a lot to learn about this criminal shit,” she muttered to herself.


  


  * * * *


  


  “She’s there,” Lima said. “Can’t this damn thing move any faster?”


  “Any faster and Panda’s ass would be in the driver’s seat,” Juju said. “I’m going as fast as we can without picking up every cop in the damn city in the process.”


  “We’re still about five minutes out.”


  “Then let’s hope our girl’s a slowpoke,” Delta said.


  They got there and found the car empty, parking on either side of it.


  “Give me eyes, Lima,” Juju said. “Where is she?”


  “Working.”


  Both he and Ax were on their laptops, their faces illuminated by their screens.


  “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Delta muttered. He got out and walked around the back of the SUV, popping the hatch. When he returned a moment later, he wore not only a flak vest under his jacket, but a pair of infrared night vision goggles. “I’m going to go find her.”


  “Shit,” Juju said over the radio, diving out the driver’s door and running around back. “Oscar, get over here and take the wheel.”


  “I’m already driving.”


  “Then Yankee, get your fucking ass over here.” Juju threw on a vest and jacket and grabbed another pair of IR goggles while Yankee jumped out of the passenger side of the other SUV. Then he drew his sidearm and went jogging after Delta.


  “Got her,” Lima said over the radio. “Looks like she’s cutting through the fence on the back side of the complex. To our north.”


  “That’s our clever girl,” Delta said, making a hard left and changing course, which allowed Juju to catch up with him.


  “So fucking clever,” Lima told them, “that it looks like not only did she take over their router, she’s done something to the system.”


  “What do you mean?” Delta asked.


  “I mean she’s gutted it. She set something loose in it. Some sort of malware.”


  “Well, stop it.”


  “I’m a geek, not goddamned Superman,” Lima said.


  “It’s a data shredder,” Ax added. “Good news is, she also disabled their security system.”


  Delta and Juju came to a stop and stared at each other. “Very clever girl,” they said together before taking off again.


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  Shasta stopped behind the building and then pulled up an interface on her phone. She’d already logged into the router and did another quick scan through the security cameras.


  Nada.


  Taking a deep breath, she hit pause on all the cameras, giving anyone watching them on a remote monitor somewhere an unchanging view. If the guard in the guard shack was monitoring the feeds, he wouldn’t see anything amiss.


  Every sound sounded like a cacophony as she cut through the fence in a corner behind the building and set the cutters aside. Sliding through, she skirted down the end of the building and eased the gun out of her waistband.


  She couldn’t see the guard shack from that point of view. Only the panel vans were parked by the building, blocking the guard shack’s view. The only other vehicle was down by the guard shack, and she assumed the little beater compact belonged to the guard.


  Contained in the server files she’d pulled had not only been a list of passwords for the computers, but also a list of key codes to gain admittance to the lab.


  Every nerve on edge, she thought she heard something but then didn’t see anything amiss. As she crept up to the door, she held her breath as she punched in a door code, one that she’d memorized as having been used earlier that day.


  A click, and it unlocked.


  Another noise, closer, but when she looked around, still no one.


  She started to pull the door open and that’s when it felt like a freight train hit her. She couldn’t scream, because someone had clamped a hand over her mouth while they’d scooped her off her feet and were pulling her away from the door and back toward the end of the building.


  Trying to struggle against whoever it was proved impossible. They were handling her as if she weighed nothing.


  For a brief second she wondered how strong the guy was until reality hit.


  Being abducted. Focus!


  Around the end of the building, they sat her on her feet and stepped back, two men, wearing what looked like goggles on their faces. One of them looked around the end of the building again.


  “What the hell are you doing?” the second hissed at her.


  “Me? Who the fuck are you?” She remembered the gun in her hand and pointed it at him, praying the guy couldn’t see how terrified she was, how badly she trembled. “And why the hell did you stop me?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Delta nearly busted out laughing, which totally would have defeated the purpose of keeping her from barging into Rev. Silo’s Kite lab, where they didn’t even know if there was just the drug or the virus, too.


  They’d saved her from potentially committing suicide, and now she was pointing a gun at them.


  With the safety on.


  The IR goggles lit up the night as if there were spotlights all around them, and he could clearly see her hand shaking.


  If she’d ever even fired the damn thing before, he’d be shocked.


  But damn, she was fucking cute. Sucked about her brother, but…


  He shook himself out of it. “Honey, you’re not going to shoot either of us with that.”


  Juju turned around. “What? What the—fuck, dude!”


  “Go ahead.”


  She tried, and, predictably, nothing happened.


  Delta reached out, grabbed the gun from her, dropped the mag, ejected the round in the chamber—well, she’d gotten that part right, at least—and handed it back to her. “You had the safety on.”


  “Dude, fuck, you gave it back to her?” Juju hissed.


  The shock on her face was making it really hard not to laugh at her. She started trying to dig into her pockets for what he guessed was probably another mag and then Juju grabbed it from her and shook it at him.


  “What the hell are you trying to do, get us killed?” Juju asked.


  Delta pointed to where she’d turned around and was trying to take off through the fence. “Runner. You want to catch her, or me?”


  “Jesus, get her!”


  He grabbed her arm and when it looked like she was trying to scream, he held a finger up to his lips. “Shh. Unless you want to get the guard over here.”


  “Who the fuck are you guys?” She tried to shake his hand off but he didn’t let go. “Let me go, you dumb monkeys!”


  Now he really had to struggle not to laugh. “Do you know what you were trying to do?”


  “Yeah, actually, I did. And you’re messing things up!”


  “Going in there and getting yourself killed won’t bring your brother back, Shasta.”


  She froze, staring up at him. “There’s no one in there. I checked the video feed, and there’s only the guard, and who the hell are you two?”


  He flipped the goggles up so he could actually see her, squinting a little in the dark while his eyes adjusted. “What did you think you were going to do when you got inside there?”


  “Get proof that I can send to the cops about what they’re doing in there with the drugs. Or destroy it so they can’t hurt anyone else. It’s not just my brother, it’s a guy I worked with, and several other people. And who the hell are you?”


  “Didn’t it occur to you that there might be more than just a drug in there? And, oh yeah, looks like you shredded their files. How you going to prove anything?”


  “Don’t be stupid. I made backups.” Her jaw snapped shut as if it finally occurred to her that she had no clue who she was talking to, and maybe she was talking a bit too much.


  “Let’s move,” Juju said. He’d picked up the mag and spare round from the ground, put the round in the clip, slammed it into the gun, and jacked a round into the chamber.


  Then he stuck it in his waistband.


  “Hey, that’s mine!” she said.


  Wow. She got points for spunk, that was for sure.


  Juju leaned in. “Yeah? For starters, keep the volume down. And until you can learn to use it safely and not point it at guys trying to save your life, I’ll hold onto it for you.”


  He spun her around and pointed her at the fence, easily slipping through behind her and catching her upper arm, marching her back toward their vehicles.


  Delta went through the fence after them. He grabbed the bolt cutters, following close behind them.


  “You’re welcome, by the way,” Delta said as he caught up.


  “For what? For screwing up my plan?”


  The men stopped and made her look up at them. “Because,” Delta said, trying not to let his cock harden as he stared down into her eyes through her glasses, “if you’re that hot to get in there, then you already know they’re making Kite the drug. What you don’t know—and we don’t know either, and can’t know now because, thank you, you borked the fucking files—is if they have Kite the virus in there, too.”


  She’d looked like she was about to argue with him when her mouth snapped shut. “Kite the virus?” she whispered.


  “And now she lowers her voice,” Juju muttered.


  “Dude,” Delta said, “ditch the fucking goggles. We got her.”


  Juju raised his after shooting a glare at Delta.


  


  * * * *


  


  Juju would deal with Delta later. In private.


  Right now, he was struggling to focus on the mission. She was either completely stupid, or adorably unprepared.


  Maybe both, the jury was still out.


  What couldn’t be denied was that for the first time in his life, he was having trouble focusing on the mission at hand, and that bothered him for a number of reasons.


  He couldn’t believe Delta had let her keep the gun in the first place and hadn’t immediately disarmed her when she produced it, especially if he saw she had the safety on.


  This was like…really bad foreplay. Like Roscoe-level bad. Like they were doing things in the wrong order, for sure. That if Delta was trying to seduce her, he was fucking things up.


  But they weren’t trying to seduce her, they were trying to get her attention and keep her from accidentally stumbling into a lab that might or might not be full of a deadly virus, and then accidentally spreading said virus into a major metropolitan area, and not alerting every cop and bad guy in the area in the process.


  If there was Kite virus in there, they had to kill it with fire, no bothering with samples. It was too risky trying to contain them when they didn’t have the proper personnel or equipment handy.


  “How do you know there’s Kite virus in there?” she whispered.


  “We don’t,” Juju said. “That’s the point. It’s not safe in there for you if there is.”


  “What about you?”


  “At least we’ve been inoculated against some of the strains,” he said. “Can you say the same?”


  Her mouth dropped open in stunned shock, then snapped shut again.


  He held out his hand. “Keys.”


  “What—”


  “Don’t make me frisk you, because it won’t be the fun kind of frisking right now. I’m not in the mood. Keys. Now. We’re not going to kill you but we need to get away from here and regroup some place where we can talk and get caught up on niceties like who we are and who you are and why the hell you’re stumbling around in a goddamned Kite lab. Keys.”


  Glaring at him, she fished them out of her pocket and dropped them into his hand.


  “Thank you. Move.” He spun her around and pointed her at the vehicles again.


  “Where are we going?”


  “Away from here. Lima, you get all that?”


  “Yeah. Got a safer spot about a mile away from here.”


  “Good. You guys lead. We’ll follow in her car.”


  Delta immediately headed for the backseat, which Juju thought was amusing as fuck since it was only a two-door and it was like trying to shove an elephant inside a peanut shell.


  But once all three of them were crammed inside her car, Juju got it started and they followed the SUVs out of the parking lot.


  “So who are you guys?” she asked.


  He glanced over at her. “For starters, we caught you trying to break in there.”


  She peeled the nitrile gloves off her hands. “I wasn’t trying. I was in until you grabbed me. And how do you know my name?”


  “How do we know your name, your brother’s name, that you work for Harris County, and that you followed someone from work, to here, then went back to work, came back here, went back to work, and then home?”


  Her eyes widened. Damn, glasses on a woman always melted him. It was impossible to focus on driving and trying to keep his cock from getting hard, so he gave up and focused on driving.


  That was more important at the moment. His cock would just have to wait to be adjusted until he could get a free hand.


  “We have a tracker on your car. It’s a long damn story, but we watched you following your brother the other night.”


  “What?”


  “We’re good at what we do,” Delta said from the backseat.


  “We’re the Drunk Monkeys,” Juju said. “Guess it doesn’t hurt to tell you that, considering everything you’ve been up to today, huh?”


  “You’re…real?”


  “We ain’t blow-up dolls,” Delta snarked.


  


  * * * *


  


  Shasta was still waiting for her pulse to slow down a little. She’d gone from her previous, healthy level of fear over what she’d psyched herself up to do, to terror when she realized she was being grabbed, to fucking angry over being interrupted, to terrorized—again—that she might have walked into a lab full of Kite virus, to…


  Now she honestly wasn’t sure what she was, except confused.


  “You tell us what you think’s going on,” the driver said. He’d pulled off his goggles and now she could see his slightly shaggy, curly brown hair and what looked like green eyes, but it was honestly too dark to tell for sure.


  Hell, they could have shot her with the damn gun.


  Note to self, remember the safety.


  Then, she recognized them. “Waaaait a minute.” She stared at both of them. “You two. I’ve seen you two before. What the hell? You said you were cops!”


  “No,” the guy in the backseat said. “We just said we had questions.”


  “How long have you been following me?”


  “Fortunately for you, long enough. Now give us the truth this time instead of the lie you told us.”


  She fumed, but hell, they had her. She had lied to them. “My brother was an addict. But also, two of the guys I work with, they disappeared around the same time for a couple of days and I found out later they’re vets, too. Someone, I think at the VA clinic, recruited my brother for what he claimed was a secret medical study. He came home one night literally like a new man. His pain was gone, he was acting different. And so were the other two guys I worked with, they were—”


  “Different,” the backseat guy said. “Serene. Smarter. More there, and with it. More focused and like they could do anything.”


  A new chill settled through her as she turned to look at him. “Yeah,” she said. “How did you know?”


  “Kite,” both men said. “The drug,” the driver added. “Go on.”


  “Well, I followed Stu, my brother. I followed him, as you noted, and saw him get in one of those vans at a shopping center. I think they dosed him there, maybe gave him an extra one.” She struggled not to let her voice crack.


  And failed. “He didn’t wake up the next morning. He had an empty hypo next to him. I think he took it and that’s how he OD’d. Same with Paul Waxler, the guy I worked with.”


  “I’m sorry about your brother,” the driver said. “How’d you track the clinic back to here?”


  “I followed John Bailey here. Then I hacked into their system, got into the back end on the county’s servers to do some research, and put two and two together. Now why are you guys here?”


  They pulled into the parking lot behind the other SUVs. “We followed the bodies,” the driver said as he parked and shut the engine off. “The unreported deaths. From info we got from one of Hannibal Silo’s operatives. It was discovered that even though the deaths from Kite the drug were being reported to the CDC in Washington, that info was dying on the vine there and not getting spread to Atlanta. Through another operative, we located your brother at the VA one day acting a little suspicious, followed him, and here we are.”


  She was still trying to process what they’d said. “That crazy preacher with the missing wife? He’s really behind all this?”


  “You don’t watch the news much, do you?” Backseat Guy asked.


  “I’m usually a little busy keeping Houston’s streets unclogged. Which reminds me.” She pulled out her phone, found nearby traffic cameras, and shut them down.


  “What the hell is that?” the driver asked.


  “A little toy Paul Waxler wrote in his free time a few mornings ago,” she said. “A gift from Kite.” She showed them. “He wrote an app that actually allows the user to control all the traffic signals and cameras in Harris County.”


  “Ohh, cool.”


  “No, not cool.” She stared at her phone. “And also illegal. He sent it to me. He was like a proud first grader wanting me to look at the app for him. I never deleted it from my phone.”


  They got out and had her walk around to the others, where they introduced her to everyone.


  It turned out the driver’s name was Juju, and his buddy was Delta. There were a set of twins, Oscar and Yankee, and then Lima, who looked like one of the military men, and another guy named Ax, who looked nothing like a military guy.


  “I’m a civvie,” he offered with a halfhearted smile. “Great work, by the way. With the data shredder and stuff.”


  “I can’t claim all the credit. I downloaded a couple of scripts to do the dirty work.”


  “Did you copy all the files?” Lima asked.


  “Copied and decrypted.”


  “Decrypted? How?”


  “I found a script tool that was uploaded not too long ago. Apparently it’s a very new and specialized encryption system that not many—”


  “Bubba,” everyone said.


  “Huh?”


  Juju shook his head. “Long story.”


  “Do we know if there’s virus in there?” Lima asked.


  “No,” Delta said. “We grabbed her at the doorway. Literally.”


  “Do you have those files with you?” Lima asked her.


  “Yeah, on my laptop in the car.”


  “Get it, please.”


  She did, showing him.


  He took over, seeming to know what he was looking for, skimming through file after file for nearly fifteen minutes while everyone looked on.


  “Okay, looks like we’re safe,” he finally said. “Everything here is research on the drug. There’s no mention at all of the virus or research about it.”


  “How can we be sure?” Delta asked.


  “Cameras. I’m going to suit you up and watch. The…team,” he said, faltering as his gaze fell upon her, “sent me stuff to look for to make sure. You guys go in, let me see, and then I’ll tell you.”


  “Lucky you,” Delta said. “You get to sit out here.”


  “Hey, I’ll go in if you want to stay out here and monitor all the local feeds and keep our six safe.”


  Delta rolled his eyes. “Fine.”


  “If you want to go,” Ax said, “I’ll do it.”


  “I appreciate the offer,” Lima said, “but we need at least two people out here.”


  “I’ll stay,” Shasta offered. If there was even a remote chance of the virus being in there, she didn’t want any part of it.


  “Did you really have the safety on your gun?” Lima asked.


  She felt her face heat and was glad it was dark to hide her blushing. “Yes,” she muttered.


  “Let me clarify,” Lima said. “We need at least two people out here who can shoot, and who I actually know. Ax I know can do in a pinch. You absolutely will be staying out here, because you’re coming with us.” He turned to the men. “Let me do a quick sit rep with Bubba and we’ll go from there.”


  “Who is this Bubba?”


  “Long story,” Delta and Juju both said.


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  Lima got the four men suited up with small cameras and checked their feeds before they returned to the parking lot near the warehouse. They left Shasta’s car behind for now, promising they’d come back to get it. But the fewer vehicles, the better.


  Lima also gave Shasta a two-way radio so she could talk to the guys, and he let her watch the camera feeds on his laptop with him and Ax. And he’d added a remote access user, someone named Mama, whose face didn’t appear. But she could speak to them and watch what they were watching.


  The four men, Juju in the lead, retraced their steps and got to the door.


  “069245,” she told Juju as he reached for the lock.


  He punched it in and the door clicked open.


  Inside, they spread out, silent, carbines ready. The facility was, in fact, empty. Shasta didn’t realize she’d been holding her breath until the men declared it clear.


  Now it was just a matter of finding out what they were dealing with.


  It didn’t take them long to find the actual lab itself within the facility, which Shasta had another lock code for.


  Inside, they slowly swept through the racks as Lima watched.


  “What do you think, Mama?” Lima asked.


  The older woman spoke clear but accented English. “I do not see any signs of virus testing or culturing. There are not any protective measures in place to prevent contagion or allow for isolation or decontamination. Unless they are completely dumb, I am willing to bet they are only doing drug testing and manufacturing there.”


  “We clear to blow it?”


  “Let me get Papa.”


  “They married?” Shasta asked.


  “Shh,” Lima said.


  A man’s voice came over the connection. “Mama says she’s sure, so it’s a go.”


  “Roger roger.”


  “Confirm with a follow-up sit rep when safe upon completion. Papa out.”


  “Lima out.” He looked at her. “And no, they’re not married. Papa is our CO, and her code name just happened to end up being Mama, for…reasons I can’t say.”


  “She pregnant?”


  “No.”


  “We good to go?” Juju asked.


  “Shake the tree into toothpicks,” Lima told them.


  “Finally!” the twins said together.


  Juju and Delta helped the twins get everything ready. Nearly an hour later, the men were leaving the facility and beat a double-time run back.


  One of the twins held up a remote control. “Who wants the honors?”


  Juju grabbed it and started to hand it to her. “Hold on. Everyone in vehicles.”


  They loaded up, Lima and Shasta riding with Delta and Juju. Only when the other SUV took off toward where they’d left her car did Juju turn and hand her the controller.


  “Count it down from three on my mark,” he said, holding up a finger. Then he spoke into the radio. “Fire in the hole. Fire in the hole. Fire in the hole. Detonation in…” He pointed at her.


  Her voice trembled. “Three…two…one.”


  She pressed the button.


  When she turned, it was like…the building evaporated. Juju hit the gas but still she felt the heat and pressure wave hit her even inside the SUV, startling her.


  Lima took the controller from her and it was then as her vision blurred and tripled that she realized she was crying. “Thank you,” she said. “I appreciate that.”


  Lima shrugged. “We can’t give you first dibs on killing Silo. That’s been promised. To several people, actually. But…” He turned to face her. “You aren’t the first person to lose a loved one because of this crap,” he said. “Friend, family, coworker, you name it. I hope that gave you a little peace.”


  She glanced back. The nighttime sky was lit by the fireball still billowing up from the building. “It’s a start,” she said.


  


  * * * *


  


  Juju drove Shasta’s car while she rode in the SUV. They headed to a motel on the outskirts of Houston, where they had two rooms. Gathering in one, they turned the show over to Lima, who appeared to be in charge.


  At least she wasn’t in fear of her life anymore. If they’d been planning on killing her, they would have done so long before now.


  “What we’re about to tell you is, obviously, top secret,” Lima said. They settled her at the table and Lima sat his tablet on the table in front of her. Swiping through, he called up a video and hit play.


  She wasn’t sure what she was looking at, at first. It appeared to be a lab setup, but then…


  Then they pulled what had to be bodies from a refrigerated room.


  And when they unzipped the body bags, that theory was proven.


  She thought she might be ill. “What is that?” she whispered.


  “Behold the mighty creation of the Rev. Hannibal Silo, head and founder of the Church of the Rising Sunset,” Lima said. “This was called his ‘Preachsearch Project.’ It was out in LA. Basically, he brainwashed people, completely indoctrinated them, gave them what they thought were vitamin shots—actually Kite the drug in disguise—infected them with the Kite virus, and tried to send them out across the country to cause outbreaks.”


  He hit pause but she couldn’t pull her gaze from the still.


  A close-up of a woman, obviously dead, inside the body bag.


  “Why?” She looked up at him. “Why the hell would someone be batshit crazy enough to do something as horrible as that? And why is he not arrested if you know all this? And I thought the North Koreans created this shit?”


  Lima looked at Juju. “Technically, my part of the mission’s over. You want to take over as ranking officer, or want me to keep going?”


  Yep, in the light of the hotel room, she could see Juju had gorgeous, dusty green eyes. Delta’s were brown, and while he also had brown hair, his was straight where Juju’s was shaggy and slightly curly. Juju was a good three inches taller than Delta, who she guessed to be around six one.


  Juju seemed to need a moment. “I’ll take over,” he quietly said.


  She turned in her chair as he pulled out the other one at the table and turned it so he could sit facing her.


  “It’s a long story, so I’m going to give you the…highlights. Anything you want to call bullshit on, be my guest, and I can have Lima pull up the proof. We’re part of the Drunk Monkeys. The rest of our unit, including civvies and…scientists, is divided between two secret safe houses right now.”


  “Why?”


  “I cannot stress enough how important it is that you don’t say anything to anyone about any of this.”


  “Okay.” God, she could stare at him all night.


  What?


  She knew the human body had strange ways of dealing with stress and grief, but maybe she shouldn’t be letting this hunk distract her like that.


  “You’ve heard of ‘The List?’” he asked.


  “Yeah, something about that. The missing scientists who…” Recognition dawned. “You found them?”


  “Some of them,” he confirmed. “And they’ve been frantically working to stop Kite, to come up with a vaccine.”


  “I thought they were war criminals?”


  “No, they were forced to do what they did by North Korea. Mostly by threatening their loved ones.”


  “And that’s how you guys are vaccinated?”


  “Against some of the strains,” Juju said. “Not all of them.”


  “Why isn’t the public getting that yet?”


  He scrubbed at his face. She realized how exhausted the man looked and a sudden wave of drowsiness swept through her. The stress and grief and hours and everything catching up with her.


  “The public can’t get a vaccine yet. Not until they are sure it’ll cover as wide a swath as possible. The problem is, the virus keeps mutating, quickly. That’s good, because it seems to mostly be mutating to less harmful versions. The bad news is, it’s still mutating into lethal forms.”


  “But…can’t they just make multiple vaccines?”


  Delta had been leaning against the door, his arms crossed over his chest. “That’s a logistics nightmare.” She loved his voice, a deep, rumbling purr that did something gooey to her insides. “People won’t grok that the vaccine won’t protect them against everything, and it allows the chance of a different strain getting them. They can’t let their guard down.”


  “But they vaccinated you guys, right?”


  “That was two-fold,” Delta said. “Experimental, to see if it’d kill us or give us antibodies to fight Kite, and practical, because we’re out in the field and need the extra protection it can give us.”


  “Oh. The news keeps reporting on that government website, where results are being posted. Is that true?”


  “That’s all true,” Juju said, picking up the narrative thread.


  He then went on to spin her a story, of their adventures from what they called TMFU, when they were first assigned to find the scientists. Rev. Hannibal Silo and how he was connected to this, how Ax was in contact with the man’s missing wife. Their travels through Vietnam and Australia and Hawaii and Mexico, the destruction of Los Angeles and Barstow, Seattle, and now…


  Now the rest of their group was someplace he wouldn’t name.


  That seven women, so far, had joined their team, in addition to the scientists. Women who apparently were now romantically involved with pairs of the guys and providing critical support skills to the mission.


  “No offense,” Juju said in closing, “but I can’t tell you where we’re working out of and put our bases at risk. Suffice it to say it’s not here in Houston.”


  “I get it,” she quietly said. “So what happens now?”


  Lima yawned. “Now, I get to contact our local operative and tell him his job is finished. And I think we all need some sleep. Do you need to get home?”


  She shook her head. “No. My parents will think I’m at work. As short-handed as we’ve been, they’ll believe it’s a long shift. Especially…” She tried not to think about the picture of Waxler’s family sitting on his desk. “Especially since they know one of our guys died.”


  “What about your brother’s funeral?”


  “We’re not having one. We’re having him cremated. That’s it. The people he knew locally were mostly users. Frankly, we’re not fond of the idea of getting to know them.”


  “Understood. And again, sorry for your loss. Sorry we had to meet you under these circumstances, but your help was invaluable. Can you hang around here with us until later today? I’d like to get the unencrypted files from you so I have a backup. I got them encrypted earlier, but I want to make sure I have the most current ones available.”


  “Sure. I can hang here. I can’t afford a room though.”


  “That’s okay. You and Delta and Juju can stay here. Us four will go next door and bunk down.” He turned to the others and they gathered their stuff and walked out, leaving her alone with Juju and Delta.


  “I really screwed up, didn’t I?” she softly said.


  The men looked confused. “What?” Juju asked. “What do you mean?”


  “Had I just left it alone, you guys would have found it and destroyed it and I wouldn’t have sacrificed my own principles in the process.”


  Juju knelt in front of her and took her hands in his, gently squeezing. “Shasta, what you did tonight was very brave. You saved lives. I’ll admit maybe you didn’t think things through very well, but it was brave. You have nothing to be ashamed of.”


  “I couldn’t save my brother. Or Waxler.”


  “You can’t save the world,” Delta said. When she looked, he wore a lopsided smirk. “Besides, that’s our job.”


  She didn’t know if it was because she was so exhausted and drained, or because he was just that cute, but she giggled.


  Juju stood, helping her up. “We’ll take the bed closest to the door,” he said. “You can have the other one. Let’s get some sleep, and in the morning, we’ll buy you breakfast and go from there. We can’t leave until we’re sure you’re safe anyway.”


  “Can I have my gun back before you leave?” she asked. “It was Stu’s. I found it under his bed. He brought it home with him from the military.”


  The men exchanged a glance. “How about we do you one better?” Juju proposed. “Before we leave, we’ll take you to a gun range and show you how to use it.”


  “I didn’t think you were staying here long.” Damn her luck, hell, yeah, she’d do either of these guys.


  “We’ll be here a day or two now. We need to make sure you’re safe. We don’t want a repeat of Silo’s goons finding you.”


  “My parents. Are they safe?”


  “For right now, most likely. But I promise, we won’t leave until we find out for sure. If they’re not, we’ll pay to relocate them and take care of them. All three of you.”


  She stared up into his green eyes. He was someone she could get used to hugging.


  Kissing…


  Exhaustion. That had to be it.


  She nodded. “Thank you.”


  When he smiled, it twisted her heart in good ways. “You’re very welcome.”


  Chapter Twenty


  


  The knock on the hotel room door at ten the next morning startled Shasta out of a sound sleep, but apparently the men had either been awake, or were far better at getting up than she was.


  They flanked the door, guns drawn, as Juju carefully eased in front of the viewfinder to look.


  From outside, a muffled man’s voice. “Clear. It’s Lima.”


  They opened the door and let him in. She’d slept wearing shorts and a T-shirt from her bag, so it wasn’t like she was worried.


  Not only was it Lima, it was the twins, Ax, and another, older man.


  And Lima carried a large bag from a fast-food restaurant, and a tray of large cups of coffee, both of which he set down on the table.


  After closing the door behind them, he introduced her to the man. “This is Kant,” he said.


  “Hi.” She threw back the covers and got up. “Excuse me for just a second.”


  She went and used the bathroom, splashed water on her face, and then put on her glasses, bringing everyone into sharp focus again.


  Along with a stabbing pain in her soul. She could see so clearly again thanks to Stu and the money he’d given her.


  Blood money. Literally.


  Lima passed her a coffee. “I didn’t know how you took it, so I ordered black and there are creamers and sugar. All the breakfast sandwiches are the same. We already ate. That’s for you three.”


  “Thank you.” Yeah, at this point, she knew she was safe. They could have killed her in her sleep, and they damn sure wouldn’t have brought her breakfast.


  “So what’d we miss?” Delta asked.


  She listened while she fixed her coffee the way she liked and settled, cross-legged, on the bed to listen. Juju sat on the end of the bed and gave her a warm smile before taking a bite out of his sandwich.


  Lima and Kant filled them in. Whoever this Bubba guy was, he apparently helped run the mission from the shadows.


  “He’d like to speak with you,” Lima said, directed at her.


  “Me? Why?”


  “He wants to personally thank you and pick your brain about a couple of things.”


  Her face reddened. “I need to delete that signal app off my phone.” She’d reset the traffic cameras after getting to the hotel earlier so there wouldn’t be any errors reporting for that morning’s rush hour.


  “Don’t be too hasty.”


  “I’m not a black-hat,” she said a little more emphatically than she’d meant to. “I mean, don’t get the wrong idea about me. Just because I know how to do something doesn’t mean I usually go around doing it. Last night was the first time I’ve ever done something like that in my life.”


  Delta smirked. “We kind of got that impression that you’re not a pro, don’t worry.”


  “Part of our battle,” Lima continued, ignoring the aside, “is from inside. Burrowing through Silo’s electronic defenses. We’ve got Pandora and Scooter analyzing the data Bubba’s pulled from the servers so far, but it’s like sifting the Sahara with a tea infuser. There’s a lot of it. Any assistance you can give us right now, that goes a long way toward helping us end this for good.”


  “You have proof, though. Why not take him down?”


  “Fail-safe,” everyone said.


  Lima continued. “We don’t know for sure yet if Silo’s set up to spread more of the virus around. That’s why it’s so important for us to eliminate every lab we find.”


  “But you said he’s got a lab in St. Louis, too, right?”


  “Yes, but that one’s on the books. He’s talked about it publicly and even touted how they’re working hand-in-hand with the government to try to help. It’s the secret labs we have to take out. As you’ve seen, even the drug-only labs are deadly in their own way.”


  “I’ll do whatever I can.”


  “So how long are we here, now?” Juju asked.


  “We need to track down the operatives from the lab,” Kant said. “They might go to ground, but I’d bet some are locals. We need to interrogate and eliminate them. And Bubba wants you all here long enough to ensure there aren’t any loose ends that might come back to harm Shasta.”


  The men all stared at her, making her blush.


  “So figure at least two or three days,” Lima said. “As long as it takes.”


  “What aren’t you telling me?” she asked.


  The men went silent for a moment, apparently trying to decide how to say it when Ax spoke up.


  “It was my fault,” he quietly said. “I’d been using Scooter’s computer to piggyback through to the Internet at a coffee shop. She went there every afternoon during work for her lunch. She worked a split shift. Silo’s guys tracked me and my blog postings through her computer and thought it was her. I was stupid and clicked on a link in an e-mail to a trojan that I thought was a video clip link.”


  “Stupid noob mistake,” she said.


  “Yeah. It was. I wasn’t paying attention and I was in a hurry. And Silo’s guys used info they pulled from Scooter’s computer to…” He looked at the floor, finding his feet really interesting, apparently. “They went to her apartment and found her roommates. There’d been an ice storm so they were stuck home and Scooter was with us, with Victor and Uni. And they…” He closed his eyes, slowly shaking his head, obviously unable to continue.


  “They killed them,” she finished for him.


  He nodded.


  “Not just killed,” Juju solemnly said. “Tortured. Cruelly tortured. Silo isn’t above hiring mercs for his dirty work.”


  “So my parents are in danger?”


  “Doubtful,” Lima said. “There’s nothing but your brother tying you to the clinic, but there were several other families who lost loved ones. They won’t tie you directly to any of this, as far as we know. But we’ll take the time to make sure. And we’ll need your help to do it.”


  Hell, Lou had begged her to take time off. “I’ll need to go into work tomorrow and talk to my boss about asking for some extra time off. I’d call him, but I’d rather go in. Bailey’s supposed to be in then, and I can see for myself how he’s doing.”


  Lima considered that. “Not a bad plan. Can you access his personnel file so we have his address, or do you already have that?”


  She smiled. “Give me a challenge, why doncha?”


  Ax still seemed emotionally overcome. It was blatantly obvious to her that he felt guilty and responsible for what happened to the woman’s friends.


  She didn’t want that to be her. The burden of guilt she already carried over Stu was heavy enough. Indirectly causing her parents’ deaths would be more than she could bear.


  After talking some more, Oscar and Yankee went out to go find her parents and put trackers on their cars, too. Kant left to focus on the VA for another round of watching to make sure there weren’t any other recruiters working the lobby for fresh Kite addicts. Lima and Ax had her laptop and would pull all the files she’d retrieved from the lab, as well as see if they could locate the lab’s employees.


  Meanwhile…


  Meanwhile, the men wanted her to just chill with Juju and Delta, until the others got caught up. Juju and Delta would take her to a shooting range that afternoon. They would meet back in the room at six, Yankee and Oscar staying with her parents and following them from a distance until they were safely home that evening.


  When it was just the three of them, she realized the men seemed a little…lost.


  “What’d Lima mean last night by you’re the ranking officer?” she asked Juju.


  He sat on the edge of the other bed, facing her. “Just that. I’m a sergeant. Everyone else on this mission who isn’t a civvie is a specialist. Well, I don’t know what Kant is or was. Probably an officer, but that’s not my business.”


  “So why was Lima in charge?”


  “He’s our unit’s electronics genius,” Delta said. “When there’s a mission heavy on electronics details, he is usually in charge.”


  Shasta wasn’t a virgin by any stretch of the imagination, although it’d been the better part of two years since she’d last been with anyone. Who had time for a social life when her work schedule was so damned crazy? She sure as hell didn’t. Any time she wasn’t at work, she was helping out at home, or asleep.


  But these two guys…


  These two guys were sin on a stick. If they were straight and willing, she was available. Who cared if it wasn’t permanent?


  She was fucking horny.


  Wasn’t like she was going anywhere for a while, and neither were they.


  “So what was that I heard them talking about? The other guys.”


  “What?” they asked.


  “Some of you guys have, what, wives?”


  Delta grinned, those gorgeous brown eyes of his crinkling at the edges. “Partners. Trios. Not exactly wives, but close enough.”


  “Only some of you?”


  Juju turned to face her. “We’re a twenty-man unit split up into ten teams of two. Seven out of ten teams of guys have paired up with women. Most of us, that makes it. But we’re just dumb monkeys. Math’s not my strong point.”


  Her face heated up. Yeah, insulting them when they’d grabbed her hadn’t exactly been the smartest move. “Sorry. I was mad. Upset. I didn’t mean it.”


  Juju snorted. “I’d hope so. If you weren’t mad then, I’d hate to see you when you’re really pissed off.”


  “If you’re on some super-secret mission, how’d your guys end up hooking up with women?”


  “Accidentally,” Juju said. “Just sort of fell in that way. A woman crossed our paths, usually ended up becoming a team’s package, and it just…happened.”


  “Package?”


  “Responsibility,” Delta said in that distracting purr of his as he shot a glare at Juju. “Slang.”


  “Oh.” She studied the two studs. “So…does that make me your package now?”


  She wouldn’t mind getting a look at their packages. It’d be a nice distraction, a way to get the fuck out of her head for a while.


  A way not to have to think about the real world spinning around outside these four walls.


  The men exchanged a glance, almost like a silent conversation went on between them before they turned back to her.


  “What do you think?” Juju asked.


  She stood, heart pounding. “I think Lima said you’d be here for a few days yet. I’m going to be blunt and put it out there that I think you two are hot, I have a five-year, and I’m really looking for a distraction right now. Your two options are boinking my brains out, or listening to me cry as I get too deep into my head and start thinking about Stu again. I’m not looking for forever. I’m just looking for right now to distract me. You a good distraction?”


  One more shared glance between the men before they both stood and stepped forward. “I think we can handle that,” Delta said, staring down at her.


  Juju stepped behind her, pressing her against Delta. Both men’s cocks strained against their shorts and pressed into her.


  That she could feel both men’s cocks like that gave her hope that she’d be walking funny tomorrow.


  “I’m guessing the military makes sure you boys don’t pass around any STDs, right?”


  Delta smiled down at her. “We’re clean.”


  “I know I am. Been over two years now since I’ve gotten laid.” Her mouth felt dry all of a sudden. She nervously licked her lips, not missing how Delta’s cock twitched against her front as he watched her do it.


  Juju’s voice softly spoke in her right ear, sending the good kinds of shivers down her spine. “Then baby, you’d better buckle up for a looong day, because it’s been over two years for us, and we’re going to make this last.”


  Chapter Twenty-One


  


  The thought of questioning this and putting on the brakes crossed Juju’s mind for about a split second. Then he turned Shasta to face him, carefully removed her glasses, and set them on the bedside table.


  After staring down into her gorgeous blue eyes for a long moment, he cupped her face with his hands and traced her lips with his, slowly, gently. No, they wouldn’t have much time with her, but he’d damn sure savor this first kiss.


  Her eyes dropped closed. He wished they’d have more than a few days together with her. Maybe this was fast and crazy and a really bad idea, but she was willing, and so were they.


  He’d also be a liar if he said he didn’t find her attractive. Since he’d first set eyes on her, with those cute glasses, he’d wanted a crack at her sweet body, if she was interested in them. Which, obviously, she was.


  Hell, the others have happiness. Why can’t we?


  It couldn’t—wouldn’t last, though. Not for right now. She wasn’t a fighter. She wouldn’t have a place there in the team if she came with them.


  She obviously worried about her parents, and they needed the money. He would understand if she didn’t want to just up and leave them, especially so soon after her brother’s death, to go galavanting around the world with them, possibly getting shot at, or getting Kite, or getting…well, dead.


  Although she was a hacker. But they had two of those already, Lima and Ax.


  She’d be in harm’s way, or the risk of it, even with them.


  Could he stand the guilt if she came with them and got hurt or…worse?


  He’d seen how guilt had torn Ax up, and it hadn’t even been directly his fault, or people he’d known first-hand.


  After…all of this. They could come back and then really get to know her, see if she even still wanted them. For all he knew, this could be as much a stress and grief reaction to her brother’s death rather than genuine lust. He and Delta certainly weren’t strangers to coming back from a dangerous mission and then fucking some woman’s brains out to remind themselves they were still alive and whole.


  As whole as they could be after what they did for a living.


  They ended up on one of the beds, her between them, the men taking turns kissing her as their hands roamed her body, up under her T-shirt. When Delta’s hand slipped under her shorts and inside the waistband of her panties, she froze and let out a needy moan.


  The men raised their heads and looked down at her. “Someone is horny,” Juju teased.


  Juju guessed Delta had started finger-fucking her. “Yeah, her sweet pussy is nice and wet, too. She shouldn’t have any problem taking us.”


  “We’ll have to make sure we grab condoms and lube later on,” Juju said, staring down into her blue eyes. “So we can properly fuck that sweet ass of yours.” His fingers cupped around her left breast and found her nipple peaked, tight. He gently pinched it. “Can’t fuck you right unless we do that at least once. One of us in that pussy, and one of us in your ass, making you beg for more.”


  Her lips parted as she gasped.


  “You ever have someone in your ass before?”


  Her throat worked as she swallowed hard. “Couple of times. Last boyfriend. That was over two years ago.”


  “Ooh,” Delta purred. “Our sweet girl likes it dirty. Perfect.”


  She gasped again as he did something with his fingers.


  “We love a sweet woman with a dirty side,” Delta said. “A woman who loves to get pounded into the mattress by real men who know how to treat a woman right in bed and out of it.”


  Juju nibbled on her left earlobe. “And we’ll make sure to spit-roast you, too,” he whispered, enjoying seeing how gooseflesh rose up on her arms. “A cock down that gorgeous throat of yours, and a cock deep inside your pussy.”


  


  * * * *


  


  If they kept talking that way to her, Shasta knew she was going to blow right there. Between that sexy-as-hell purr in Delta’s voice, and his fingers slowly sliding in and out of her pussy and circling her clit, she was damned close to coming already.


  This was sexier than anything she’d felt in…


  Ever.


  Damn sure a hell of a lot better than playing with herself ever felt.


  Actually, so far, these two men had only gotten to second base—or was that third?—and it was far better than anything she remembered with any of her previous relationships.


  Ever.


  Evvveerrr.


  And then her clothes seemed to magically disappear. Hers and theirs both, and she lay sandwiched between two handsome, hot, hunky guys with hard bodies sculpted by their years of what they did for a living.


  And thank you, they were hung.


  Ahhh.


  Her hands closed on their cocks, slowly stroking, slicking their pre-cum over their cockheads and enjoying their throaty, appreciative moans.


  Seemed she wasn’t the only one in desperate need of some tension relief.


  “Tell us what you want, baby,” Juju said. “We want to hear those dirty things from your sweet lips.”


  “I want you to fuck me, please. And I want to suck your cocks.”


  They moved like the well-synchronized team they were. She ended up on top of Delta, turned around so she could sixty-nine with him while he pulled her pussy down onto his mouth.


  Her lips no sooner closed around the head of Delta’s cock than she was coming, moaning, transported to a level of pleasure that blasted her mind out of her body into a realm she never dreamed existed.


  Boy, had she lived a sheltered life.


  Delta’s tongue did some sort of otherworldly magic on her clit, or so it felt like, drawing circles around it, flicking at it, lightly sucking. He kept her orgasm rolling, swelling, flowing as if it had a life of its own independent of her nervous system. She’d had oral before, but again…


  Never.


  This.


  Good.


  This wasn’t even on the same chart as good. Fandamntastic was closer, but still a poor adjective lacking in the finer nuances of just how great Delta was with his mouth.


  Then Juju got into position behind her, one hand on her hip and the other on his cock as he slowly swiped the engorged head of it up and down her slit.


  Easing inside her, he sucked in a sharp breath. “Fuck, you’re so goddamned tight, baby,” he said, gasping. “I am not going to last long.”


  She moaned again, making Delta moan around her clit.


  Every bit of ground Juju gained as he pressed forward amplified everything Delta was doing to her with his mouth by a factor of eleven. She deep-throated Delta, her muffled scream of pleasure as Juju’s cock slid over her G-spot adding a rocket-pack to her pleasure.


  Forget orbit, she’d been launched into deep space with this session.


  And then Juju started fucking her. Slowly at first, he built up the force and the pace until she was moaning around Delta’s cock in what felt like one long rolling orgasm that didn’t want to stop.


  She hoped it wouldn’t stop anytime soon.


  Juju held onto both her hips. “That’s it, baby. This is just the appetizer. You ain’t seen nothing yet.”


  She’d wrapped her arms around Delta’s thighs, holding on as she licked and sucked on his cock between periods of not doing anything but moaning around it.


  Basically holding on for dear life. Delta was moaning between her legs, adding to the pleasure, while Juju was determined to fuck her to death in the good way, driving three more orgasms out of her until he finally couldn’t hold it anymore and let loose with his own, burying his cock deep inside of her and holding still to catch his breath.


  When Juju finally moved, like a flash Delta had flipped her onto her back and turned around, climbing between her legs. He fisted his cock and quickly found his target, bracing his arms on either side of her on the mattress as he smiled down at her.


  His technique was different, slow, finding every sweet spot inside and out. With her clit pleasantly swollen and aching from him sucking on it, and throbbing from echoes of pleasure still reeling through her, every stroke he took with his cock only drove her closer to another release.


  Damn.


  Yet another first. She’d never had a guy simply fuck an orgasm out of her before. And yet…


  Oohhh!


  Delta grinned down at her. “There you go. I feel that sweet pussy grabbing my cock.”


  “That’s a great feeling, isn’t it?” Juju agreed from where he’d stretched out next to her. He reached out and played with her nipples. “Just hearing her moan and feeling her pussy throbbing around my cock. Her own built-in lie detector.”


  “Don’t ever lie to us, baby,” Delta said. “If we don’t make you feel good, tell us so we can fix it.”


  She would have answered except her back arched while she moaned her way through another release.


  “There you go,” Delta said. He started fucking her, hard and fast and impossibly triggering one last little orgasm in her before he added his load to her full pussy and fell still.


  Leaning in, he kissed her, gently nibbling on her lower lip. “So, so good.”


  The tears hit her from out of nowhere. Concerned, the men sandwiched her between them, Delta’s rapidly softening cock still embedded in her.


  “What’s wrong?” Juju asked. “Did we hurt you?”


  She snort-laughed, but still cried, which devolved into snot-sobbing. Juju ran to grab her some tissues but it took her a good twenty minutes before she calmed.


  And then the worried looks on their faces made her giggle.


  And giggle.


  Until she couldn’t control it and she was giggling and laughing and snot-sobbing and crying and thinking maybe they’d broken her brain with the pleasure she’d just felt.


  “Are you all right?” Delta asked.


  She snuggled tightly between them. “Sorry. I’m okay. I think everything’s catching up with me. I haven’t really had time to just…be.”


  Juju nuzzled her forehead with his. “Then instead of another round of fucking, let’s chill out and nap. We’ll take you out shooting and then get some food.”


  “Sounds good to me,” Delta said, sounding deliciously sated. He draped an arm around her and spooned against her back. “Naps are good.”


  Closing her eyes, she realized she didn’t want to argue.


  


  * * * *


  


  Shasta wanted another roll in the hay when they awoke from their nap following their first session, but the men made her settle for all three of them crammed in the shower together.


  “What are your tattoos?” she said. “They match.” It looked like a round, tribal monkey, in black. Delta’s was on the back of his left shoulder, Juju’s on the back of his right.


  “It’s our unit symbol,” Juju said. “We all have them in different places.”


  She let her fingers trace them, trying to memorize every inch of their flesh.


  Making good use of her time with them was at the top of her list.


  Not to mention it kept her mind off less-desirable thoughts and memories.


  Like how their flesh, warm and wet in the shower, felt nothing like Stu’s flesh had when she’d found him that day.


  She immediately cut off that line of thinking.


  They took her car and drove to a gun range on the north side of Houston. Renting ear protection for all three of them, and eye protection for the two men since she already had glasses, they worked with her much as they had with Ax. First thing was to figure out if she was right- or left-eye dominant. That discovered, they were able to show her how to aim.


  Delta got behind her, arms around her, and helped her get into position.


  She couldn’t help it. She tried to wiggle her ass against him and was pleased when she felt him respond.


  He sighed, but it sounded patient, not irritated. “You can play with that gun later,” he said, shifting away from her. “This firearm needs your full concentration for now.”


  “Spoilsport.”


  “Nope. I want to make sure you can protect yourself.” He nibbled on the side of her neck. “Want to protect what’s ours.”


  “Got that damn straight,” Juju said.


  Then they showed her how to break the gun down, how to put it together, and made her do it herself several times before they’d even let her shoot it.


  Finally, Juju stood behind her, his arms around her, his hands clamped over her hands.


  “It’s going to kick a little,” he said. “Try not to tense up.”


  Knowing the gun was full of ammo this time helped keep her focused and not trying to divert his attention to sexier matters. She did want to learn this.


  But telling her not to tense up was about as useful as telling her to stop converting oxygen into carbon dioxide. When she pulled the trigger, it felt like forever before the hammer fell and the shot rang out, scaring the crap out of her.


  Delta nodded. “That’s good. Keep going.”


  With Juju’s hands over hers to make sure she didn’t lose the gun, she emptied the other eight rounds from that mag and then the slide locked open.


  “Good,” Juju said, removing his hands. “Now dump that mag, put a new one in, and this time, you fire it by yourself.”


  Nervously, she did, feeling terrified.


  The gun kicked some, but not as badly as she thought it might without Juju’s help. She hit the target, down and outside of the human torso outline, but at least she hit the damn thing.


  Delta and Juju gave her more pointers as she finished off that mag.


  And they made her do it again.


  And again.


  Finally, after going through an entire box of ammunition, they made her break the gun down again and clean it, put it back together, and fire one more test round to ensure everything was working properly.


  Then she had to reload the spare mags.


  But despite sore fingers, she felt far more confident with the weapon. She knew how to activate the safety, how to reload the mags, how to clear a jam from the gun.


  “What do you think?” Delta asked Juju. “Does she get it back?”


  He nodded, smiling. “I think so.” He touched his forehead to hers. “As long as you promise not to point it at us again.”


  She smiled. “I promise, sarge.”


  Delta hooted. “Oh, she’s feisty.”


  “Yeah,” Juju said. “I think it’s time to go back to the room and fuck a little of that feistiness out of her. Oh, and here.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a large knife. “You can hold onto this.”


  She turned it around in her hands. About four inches long, it was a pocketknife.


  “My dad gave that to me when I enlisted,” he said. “It’s a Buck knife. Good quality, and good luck. Hold onto it for me.” He smiled. “I’ll get it back from you one day.” He closed her fingers around it.


  Her grip tightened around it as she looked up into his eyes. “I’ll hold you to that,” she said.


  “I hope you do. I’ll expect it back when we get you back.”


  “That’s a promise for you to come back to me, right?”


  He smiled. “Of course it is.”


  “Absolutely,” Delta said. “If you’ll have us.”


  “I’ll have you as much as I can.”


  Juju tipped his head, his lips just above hers. “We want to have you as much as we can, too. For as long as you’ll have us.”


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  


  Stunned, Jerald stared at his computer screen.


  What. The. Fuck?


  They’d just lost Houston. Fortunately, no personnel were killed, but the lab was…


  Gone.


  It was like they had a mole inside their own network giving the Drunk Monkeys information on their facilities and taking them out, one by one.


  He had two options. Well, more than two options, but only two viable ones.


  He either had to kill Hannibal now and be done with it, or figure out how to find Mary Silo and bring her in. Because the man was going to go absolutely fucking batshit bananas when he learned about this.


  There was no way in hell this was an accident, even if other buildings besides their facility were involved.


  That had been the entire Kite drug inventory in the Houston area.


  Calm down. There have to be more options here.


  He’d arranged phone calls that afternoon for Hannibal with Senator Tom Davis and Senator Bill Parnassus. Hannibal had wanted status reports from them about what was being done to either divert resources to finding Mary, or finding the scientists and getting them ordered in.


  In Jerald’s mind, the fact that Hannibal had fallen back to that plan worried Jerald. It meant the man was no longer thinking rationally, carefully. He wasn’t accepting the new world order or the facts as they knew them.


  He wasn’t listening to Jerald.


  A gem of an idea formed.


  Jerald called Tom Davis.


  “I need a favor.”


  “What now?”


  “I need you to feed Hannibal a line of bullshit when you talk to him this afternoon.”


  “Such as?”


  “I want you to tell him that you’ve got a couple of spooks working to find Mary Silo and that they are hot on her tail, operatives from the CIA outside Gen. Arliss’ sphere of influence.”


  He sounded less than thrilled with that. “Why?”


  “Because if you don’t, there are going to be some serious problems, that’s why. Just make something up. Anything. Call me back later at this number and tell me what you told him so we have our stories straight.”


  “You want me to lie to him?”


  “That’s what I just said.”


  Silence met him. Finally, the senator spoke. “What’s going on?”


  “I’m trying to rein him in,” Jerald said. “You have no idea, and you don’t want to know, what the man is capable of. If you do this, I will, from this point on, personally guarantee you don’t have to pay another cent in extortion money. I will destroy all the evidence we have about you, and continue to lie to Hannibal that you’re still paying.”


  “I don’t get it. This doesn’t make any sense. How do I know you’re not setting me up with Hannibal?”


  “Look,” Jerald said. “You do this, and it won’t be long before you understand why I’m making this offer to you, right now. You in? Or are you out?”


  “I’m in,” he finally said.


  “Good.”


  “He’s recording my calls, isn’t he? What’s to say he won’t try to blackmail me with what I say?”


  “For starters, I’ll delete them. If anything is mentioned, I’ll come to your defense and say we were working together, trying to humor an increasingly senile old man showing signs of dementia, and trying to preserve his dignity in the only way we could at this trying time in his life.”


  Davis snorted. “All righty, then. Coup d’état it is.”


  “You could say that. Unlike Hannibal, I’d prefer to earn loyalty by rewarding people rather than by coercing them.”


  Which was utter bullshit, and Jerald knew it. But he also knew he was desperate, Tom Davis was increasingly desperate, and if he didn’t get this situation locked down, now, it would desperately spin out of control too damn fast.


  “Then I hope you remember this,” Davis said. “What I’m doing for you now.”


  “Believe me, I will. I swear.”


  Jerald ended that call and placed a similar one to Sen. Bill Parnassus, who was even more suspicious than Tom Davis had been.


  Especially considering that his wife and three kids were now living in the St. Louis stronghold, and that Marianne Parnassus, a food engineer and hydroponics specialist, was now in charge of their alternative agriculture program for the different strongholds.


  Once Jerald had him firmly convinced, however, he hung up and sat back, relieved.


  He’d have to make something up.


  Finally, he hit on the right story and headed up to Silo’s office.


  The man looked up from his desk. Even his appearance had aged in the past several weeks. He no longer looked vital, strong. He looked weak, worried, troubled.


  Mean.


  Vindictive.


  “What is it?” Hannibal snapped when the door was securely shut behind Jerald.


  “Sir, I just wanted to give you a status report. I have lost communications with the California stronghold.”


  He sat back. “What?”


  Jerald held up his hands, placating him. “It’s all right,” he said. “I have already been in touch with one of our…contacts,” he said, trying to call up the persona he’d used with Silo for so many years. “They assured me that the problem is because of the unrest in the area. In trying to contain the media presence, the military is using heavy jammers and has cut cell service in the region. Just like they instituted in Los Angeles.”


  Hannibal’s body language relaxed a little, his shoulders dropping. “Oh. But everything is all right?”


  “I’ve heard nothing from the stronghold manager there to indicate there are any issues that need my concern at this time.”


  Technically, that wasn’t a lie…


  “What’s with this memo you sent out about the barricades? And vehicles?”


  “Merely a precaution. My same contact asked me if we’d given serious thought to hardening the structures like that to prevent fire damage on the inside, and to help eliminate any potential incursion attempts from the outside once they’re sealed up.”


  Hannibal settled back in his chair. “Oh. Why didn’t we think about that before?”


  “Well, I did,” he lied, “but when going over the designs with the architects, it was mentioned that they made the strongholds look like…well, prisons. Detainment camps. Absolutely the wrong message to send. Now that people are safely living and working inside them, they won’t object to measures being taken that only improve their safety.”


  Hannibal slowly nodded. “All right, then. Good work. Thank you. Keep me posted when you make contact with the stronghold.”


  “I will. They’re going to try to send someone there to check on them for me and ensure everything is fine.”


  “Okay. Thank you for keeping up with that.”


  “I would advise, however, that we don’t plan on you traveling there anytime in the near future. Just to be safe. With communications cut off, were something to happen…”


  Jerald knew despite the man’s bravado that, deep in his heart, Hannibal was a coward. The way all bullies are cowards, deep inside. They only attacked weaker prey they knew they could take down and control or overpower.


  Hannibal nodded. “Probably for the best. Can we try recording custom messages for them for when they can receive them?”


  “I was going to ask you if you wanted to do that, yes, Sir.” He offered him a smile.


  Jerald turned to go. “So what happened to Isley?” Hannibal asked.


  Jerald didn’t miss a beat, turning back. “According to the police reports, it’s a suicide.”


  Hannibal’s gaze bored into him. “That wasn’t my question.”


  “I was at work all day and then left the office to meet friends for dinner.” He smiled. “Whatever happened to Isley, we’ll never know more than what was in his suicide note, will we?”


  He left, carefully closing the door behind him and barely able to keep the smirk off his face.


  No way in hell would he admit around Hannibal that he’d killed Dr. Isley. He didn’t know what tricks the old man had up his sleeve, what he might be recording.


  He’d watch every step, every word around the man.


  And when he got his chance, Jerald would take him down for good.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ivan and Max sat in the boat, nervously scanning the horizon around them.


  Raj had insisted the captain was reliable and had gotten him, and Julie Chu and her son, safely into Key West.


  That he would be meeting them personally at the dock when they arrived.


  Ivan hated the terror in Max’s eyes, the way he constantly looked to him for reassurance. He wished he could pull the man into his arms and hold him, but until they were safely in the privacy of their own room, alone, he wouldn’t risk it.


  Ivan’s last attempt at traveling via a boat, on one far larger than this tiny private fishing boat, hadn’t ended very well. He prayed to a god he didn’t believe in that, this time, it would end well for both of them.


  And the world.


  It would be well after dark before they made Key West.


  I hope this isn’t a mistake.


  It’d been dreadfully easy for the two men to fall into a dynamic of Ivan in charge and Max following him like a puppy. Ivan hoped he hadn’t made a serious miscalculation and was leading them into danger. Max trusted him implicitly.


  He did not want to betray that trust. Not when it looked like there might be a glimmer of hope not just for the world, but for them as a couple.


  After a few hours, Ivan began to spy lights in the far distance, the glow of streetlamps reflecting off a few isolated clouds in the sky.


  The captain pointed. “Cayo Hueso,” the man said in Spanish.


  Ivan knew very little Spanish. Bubba, their contact now, had sent him a list of written Spanish phrases and what they meant in English, enough to get him and Max passage on the boat.


  But Ivan did know what those two words meant.


  “What’d he say?” Max asked.


  “Key West,” Ivan said. “We’re almost there.”


  Max turned and looked to the north. “Really?”


  “Really.”


  Their gazes locked in the darkness, illuminated by the boat’s running lights and what little light filtered forward from the gauges on the console.


  “Then what?” Max whispered, just above the sound of the engines.


  “Then we hope to god we can do what we need to do, and then spend the rest of our lives in peace.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Ivan’s cynical mind tried not to dredge up every possible doomsday scenario of what might go wrong by the time they hit the channel and the captain throttled back, slowing, approaching the docks.


  There were people waiting on the docks, but Ivan couldn’t see them clearly in the gloom, even with the lights there.


  A uniformed dockmaster checked their IDs and stick-tested them all before allowing them to disembark and the captain to motor over to the fuel dock.


  He didn’t see Raj anywhere.


  “What now?” Max whispered.


  “I’m…thinking.”


  Then, in the distance, he spotted a man and a woman running toward them. As he and Max headed down the dock and toward land, he realized as the man ran up and tugged down his face mask that it was Raj.


  Dropping his bags, he engulfed his old friend in a hug. “Is this real?” Ivan asked.


  “Yes. It is.” Raj hugged Max, then pulled his face mask up into place. “Sorry, we had to land at the airport instead of water. Long story. This is Panda, our pilot.”


  She offered them a two-fingered salute from her temple. “Let’s move, gentlemen. There’s a weather front working its way south, and I want to be snug in my slip before it gets here later this morning.”


  They walked up a couple of blocks to Duval Street and caught a taxi. No one spoke during the ride, not wanting to give the driver any information.


  Once they reached the airport, Panda wasted no time hustling them all into the plane and preparing for departure. After giving the men another stick test and then going through her pre-flight checklist and getting tower clearance, she taxied the plane down the runway.


  As they lifted off, Ivan reached over and tightly clasped Max’s hand.


  Freedom.


  Finally.


  Raj pulled down his face mask, offering them a smile. “I was terrified, too,” he said. “I came in first. Made them jump through hoops to prove it was real and not another trick. Once I knew it was safe, I let Julie know.”


  “Liang?” Ivan asked.


  “Safe. He’s been moved to an undisclosed location with Q’s family.”


  “Q?” Max asked.


  “Phe Quong. Q is his code name. Mine’s Waldo.”


  “Why?” Ivan asked.


  “Long story. Julie is Mama, Riley is Canuck, Peter is Sin. You’ll both get code names, too. Get used to using them. The entire team has them.”


  “So explain to us, now that it’s safe, what’s going on.”


  Raj did.


  And as he spun the tale, instead of Ivan feeling better, he felt worse. He’d tried to keep up with current events as best possible, but it wasn’t easy sometimes to follow up on US events while overseas.


  “The military destroyed a city?”


  “City is a generous word. Major railhead, yes. And massive tent city of refugees.” He looked grim. “And when I’d left, another team reported that they’d just destroyed a Kite drug lab in Houston, Texas.”


  “Another?”


  “In addition to the one in LA. We know Silo has a lab in St. Louis. They’re trying to eliminate everything they can.”


  “So how close are we to a vaccine?” Ivan asked. “Really?”


  “Very close,” Raj said. “But the issue is the mutations. Julie did excellent work there, engineering the virus. But it’s playing hell trying to stop it now. It degrades a little with each mutation, but it’s not degrading naturally fast enough to shut it down completely, and it makes it harder to find a vaccine that will work.”


  “We need to look at the DNA,” Max said. “The key will be there. If we can predict what’s triggering the jump, the common denominator, we can get ahead of it.”


  “And that’s why I’m glad you two came in,” Raj said. “It’s damned difficult trying to do this over a computer and not in a lab. When she first arrived, Julie advanced the progress in just a couple of days.”


  “So where are we going?” Ivan asked.


  “Secret base off the coast of Florida. Plenty of room. I took the liberty of getting you two set up in the same quarters.” He arched an eyebrow. “I hope that’s all right.”


  Max gasped, earning a smile from Raj. “Please,” Raj said. “We all knew. We kept our mouths shut. We could see it between you two all the time. Just like I never dared express my feelings for Julie before, either.”


  “And have you?” Ivan asked.


  “Getting there,” Raj said. “We’ve been rather busy. Our priority is fixing this.”


  “Will…will they object?” Max asked.


  Now Raj laughed, but it sounded good-natured. “Trust me when I say that if you let everyone know you are a couple, it will not bother a single person there.”


  “Why is that?” Ivan asked.


  “You’ll see. And you’ll be pleasantly surprised. All they care about is stopping this virus, not who is sharing quarters or bedrolls.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Ax had a few minutes to himself while Lima called Papa for a sit rep with him about the latest developments. He used the time to see if Kali was online.


  He was desperately trying to remember to call her that and not Mary.


  Fortunately she was there, and he quickly made contact with her.


  How’s your day going? she typed. The weather’s supposed to get nasty again tomorrow.


  I’m not there. On assignment. He considered his next statement. If this woman Shasta was as good as she seemed to be, they wouldn’t need him right there.


  He could go find her. Find Kali.


  I want to spend Thanksgiving with you.


  She didn’t reply at first. How will your friends react?


  I’m thinking about parting ways with them. I think you and I have a common goal and I’d like to watch your six. I know you’ll watch mine.


  Another long pause from her. Will they let you leave?


  If they do, can we partner up and do this together?


  I’m not ready to be someone else’s captive.


  No. I’m not a captive.


  Forgive me if I’m not very trusting, but first you find out if you will be able to leave without leading them to me. Then we’ll talk about Thanksgiving. And…beyond.


  She logged off the chat, so he closed the window out and wiped his cache.


  He knew what he had to do. He’d need to talk to Bubba directly and get the truth. He could still help the team from a distance. If anything, it would be better that way, drawing any attention away from the unit’s real location and mission.


  And maybe it would allow him to infiltrate the St. Louis stronghold and find a way to end Silo for good.


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  


  When they returned to the hotel after making a couple of stops for food and some other supplies, Lima and the others joined them in Juju and Delta’s room for a quick update.


  “Good news or bad news?” Lima asked them that afternoon.


  “Bad,” everyone said.


  He smiled. “We’re stuck here at least another three days.”


  Delta and Juju shared a grin before staring at Shasta.


  “Why is that bad?” she asked Lima.


  “Oh, it’s not. I just like fucking with these two. Panda can’t get back up here yet. There’s another storm front on the way. She has to lay low at our…other base.” He and the others headed for the door. “So have fun, you three.”


  Juju’s dusty green gaze met hers. “We plan on it.”


  So her parents wouldn’t worry, Shasta called both of them and left voice mails that they’d get when they could. Neither of them were supposed to be on their cell phones during work, but they were good about checking their messages.


  She felt a little guilty telling them she was at work, but they never tried to visit her at work. They would always call her private cell phone.


  That done, she pulled off her T-shirt and stared at the men. “I believe I was promised a world-rocking by your two gorgeous cocks?”


  The men grinned. They’d purchased condoms and lube while out and about. “Yes, we certainly did,” Delta said.


  Juju took the lead, stripping and helping her out of the rest of her clothes. Then, bending her over the bed, he made her spread her legs before he drizzled lube down the crack of her ass.


  “I’ll go slow,” he promised.


  She softly moaned, closing her eyes and rocking her hips in time with his movements as he rubbed her puckered rim with one finger but not yet breaching.


  Delta sat on the bed in front of her and pulled her mouth onto his cock, making him moan. He stroked her hair as he encouraged her. “Don’t make me come yet, baby. Just keep me nice and hard so that when he’s ready to work that cock of his up your ass, I’ll be ready to fuck you.”


  Something broke free inside her in a good way. Here she was, practically begging these two guys who she barely knew to fuck her brains out.


  And it felt right.


  Really, really right.


  No one was more cautious than she was. For her to be in this position…


  Not that she didn’t enjoy it, because she was enjoying the fuck out of it. But then Juju added more lube and before she realized it, she was moaning around Delta’s cock as Juju finger-fucked her ass.


  She didn’t know how long that lasted, only that when Juju’s finger disappeared from her ass, he drizzled more lube down her crack before adding a second finger and starting the whole process over again.


  Heaven.


  She knew from previous experience that preparation was key to enjoying anal, but she really wanted both their cocks in her at the same time. What Juju was doing to her ass had her even more horny. He’d even reached around under her with his other hand and started lightly rolling her clit between his fingers, triggering an orgasm as her ass clamped down on his fingers.


  “Oh, yeah. She really likes that,” Juju said.


  While he had her coming he started easing a third finger inside her. She wasn’t sure she could take it until she did and realized the flat of his hand was against her ass.


  He slowly finger-fucked her as she whined around Delta’s cock, her hips involuntarily flexing as she tried to get him to move faster, harder, to drive her out of her head and get her thoughts to go away for a while.


  She wanted this, them, and nothing else.


  If that made her shallow and uncaring, she’d own it. There’d be plenty of time to mourn Stu later. Not like he was coming back.


  And Paul Waxler.


  Therefore, pleasure won out, as expected. And after Juju went to go wash his hands, upon his return he quickly rolled a condom onto himself, slathered his cock with lube, and urged her up onto her hands and knees on the bed.


  And she was ready.


  Oooohhhh, was she ready.


  Juju slowly pressed the head of his cock against her ass, Delta there under her, playing with her nipples and distracting her, forcing her to focus on him, to look at him. Pretty soon, not only was she rocking back and forth and working Juju’s cock up her ass, she realized she was the one fucking him, his hands on her waist simply holding her, not guiding her.


  Then they raised her up a little and Delta, a hand around the base of his cock, guided it into her pussy.


  She whined, full, stretched, and enjoying every second of it.


  “Your turn,” Juju whispered in her ear. “Savor it. Fuck our brains out. You’re in the driver’s seat.”


  She moved, slowly at first, getting used to the sensation and loving it. Then Delta reached down between them and started playing with her clit.


  Holy.


  Fuck.


  Absolute orbit.


  The men softly encouraged her, coaxed her through yet another climax even as Juju reached around her, trapping her breasts in his hands and playing with her nipples.


  “God, you’re so damn tight,” Delta said. “Feels so good. Won’t last much longer.”


  “Work it, baby,” Juju said. “You’re gorgeous. You have no idea how sexy you look right now.”


  She braced her hands on Delta’s chest and moved harder, faster, throwing her head back on Juju’s shoulder and letting out a low, keening cry as her orgasm dumped her over the edge again.


  How pitiful that she’d had the best sex of her life and these guys couldn’t even stay around.


  Danger!


  Forcibly dragging her thoughts away from that mental image, she instead focused on how well and thoroughly Juju and Delta were fucking her.


  Before long, she felt it growing inside her, an orgasm even stronger than before and made more powerful by both their cocks pressing against sensitive nerve endings and eclipsing her previous orgasm by…


  A lot.


  “That’s it, baby,” Juju said as he pushed her down onto Delta’s chest and started moving, fucking her. Once he’d exploded inside her with a satisfied moan, he pulled her up so Delta could fuck her from below, his hips frantically arching until he, too, came.


  She collapsed onto Delta, breathing heavily, happy, sated.


  “Love you, guys,” she whispered. “Thank you for this.”


  She winced a little as Juju pulled out and went to clean up. He brought her a wet washcloth and got her cleaned up before snuggling in bed with her.


  Delta simply rolled to his side, his cock going soft inside her. “Love you, too, sweetie.” He kissed her forehead.


  Juju kissed the back of her neck. “Love you, honey.”


  “Is that too soon for me to say it? It sounds crazy, but—”


  “You forget we’ve seen a lot,” Delta said. “I’d rather say it now and be proven wrong later than never say it and regret never having told you.”


  “Ditto,” Juju said.


  She sighed, relaxed, and drifted into a nap.


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  


  She offered to let the guys do laundry at her house. She knew her parents were at work, so while they were waiting for them to finish drying, they had a quick roll in her bed.


  It also allowed her to change clothes, grab more—including something better than the ratty old panties she’d had on—and leave a note on her parents’ bedroom door that she was working some crazy long overtime shifts.


  And that she loved them.


  Then they went by the gun range so she could work with her gun. Again.


  This time, she did far better, both in her confidence breaking the weapon down and reassembling it, but also with her shooting. She still wasn’t a crack shot, but she was better and consistently hitting the target within the outline now.


  They also stopped by her office and waited down in the car while she went to go talk to Lou.


  “I think I need those personal days off after all,” she said.


  He sadly nodded. “I know. I want you to take them.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Oh, you haven’t heard.” He pointed at Bailey’s empty desk. “He was found dead at his apartment last night.”


  She sat back, stunned. “Shit.”


  “Some sort of drug overdose or something.”


  “I…I can work.”


  “No, I have temps. I’m pretty much going to order a sleeper sofa for my office on the county’s dime. You need this downtime. Do not feel guilty about what goes on here. You’ve proven yourself and you’ve earned a few days off. The lights will keep running and the cameras will keep spying.” He smiled.


  She thought about Waxler’s phone app, which was still on her phone. “Thanks.”


  “You work yourself too hard, you’ll end up collapsing. Take five days and then we’ll see how you are.”


  “Okay. Thanks.”


  On her way out of the office, she paused, staring at Bailey’s desk.


  How could he have died of an OD when the Kite lab was gone?


  Unless he’d had a spare syringe of the stuff held back like Stu and Waxler did.


  Or maybe he’d died because he didn’t get his fix? Would that mean a spate of new cases?


  When she got downstairs and into her car, she told the men what she’d found out.


  Both of them frowned. “We need to get back and talk to Lima,” Juju said. “Give him an update.”


  Lima didn’t like the sound of that, either. “The good news is, it’ll be a fast-burning problem that will run itself out very quickly. The bad news is, no telling how many other people will fall victim to it.” He sighed. “Want some good news?”


  “Duh,” all three of them said.


  Lima smiled. “Our two newest acquisitions have already found something the whole other team missed and they’re going to try a new trial run of vaccine.”


  “That’s good, right?”


  “Very.” He waved them off. “Now go have fun. Enjoy life. Live. We won’t be here much longer.”


  


  * * * *


  


  It was her fourth day with the men, and the weather, unfortunately, cleared up. Kant had helped track down the other operatives from the clinic, based on information Shasta had gleaned from the computers.


  It wouldn’t be reopening any time soon.


  There was no reason for them to stay now. This side mission was complete.


  Shasta tried to digest the news. She’d be the first to admit she was self-medicating not with drugs to dull her emotional pain, but losing herself in these two men, who she’d come to love.


  Once they were alone again in the room, she addressed the elephant.


  “You guys are leaving tomorrow, aren’t you?” she asked, afraid of the answer.


  They nodded. “You can come with us,” Delta said.


  “I can’t. I have to take care of my parents. I have to work. Without my income, they won’t survive.”


  “Money’s not a pro—”


  “Dude,” Juju said, a little sharply. “Respect her decision.”


  “But—”


  “What’d I just say? Don’t make me pull rank.”


  She watched the interplay between them, the first time she’d seen them seriously disagree about something. “What’s wrong?” she asked.


  Juju took her hand in his, kissing it before clasping it against his chest. “I promise you, we won’t go screwing around on you. As soon as this shit is handled, and that might only be a couple of months now, if that, we’ll come back for you.”


  She glanced at Delta, who now burned holes in his partner’s skull with the dark glare he was giving the man.


  With her free hand, she reached out to him. “It’s okay,” she gently told him.


  Delta blinked, returning his focus to her. “I don’t want to walk away from you, babe.”


  “Neither do I, but he’s right. I can barely shoot. I’m not a fighter. I have to take care of my parents. They need me. I’m all they have, and I couldn’t live with myself if I left and they lost everything.”


  She pressed their hands against her chest. “I don’t want anybody but you two monkeys.” She forced a smile. “So let’s make my brains explode tonight. It’ll have to hold me until you guys come back for me.”


  “Oh, we’ll do that and more, baby,” Juju said, his voice sounding hoarse, ragged.


  She hoped they didn’t act sad, because if they did she couldn’t stand it. She wanted to pretend this wasn’t a good-bye, just a brief time away from them.


  And tonight she wanted to focus only on them, their strength, their sexy bodies, and how they made her feel things inside and out, mentally, physically, and emotionally that she’d never dreamed possible.


  Tonight’s lovemaking, unlike most of the previous times, was tender, gentle, slow. As if the men were doing the exact same thing she was and trying to memorize every inch of her body.


  “I’ll wait for you guys,” she promised. “But remember your promise. You have to come back to me.”


  “We will,” Juju said. “We promise.”


  Nothing crazy or wild this time, just three people ignoring the inevitable for a few more hours. Juju climbed between her legs and licked her pussy, quickly making her come before he leisurely fucked her.


  Delta cuddled her close. “Give us what we want, baby. We want you to come again.”


  Yes, they’d spent the last several days together mostly making her come.


  Not complaining, though.


  And yes, Juju managed to coax another orgasm from her before he let go and fucked her harder, faster, his grunt of release another sound she filed in her mental library.


  One more thing she didn’t want to lose.


  Then it was Delta’s turn, his brown gaze boring into hers as he slowly fucked her. “You just wait,” he said. “Next time you see us, we’ll be boinking you crazy wherever we are. I promise you.”


  She reached up and cupped his palm. “Another promise I’ll hold you both to.”


  Then his orgasm crested and he emptied inside her.


  Idly, she thought about babies, about wondering if the three of them would ever get to that point to even have the conversation, much less be able to have them.


  Cuddling together, she tried not to cry as she went to sleep.


  


  * * * *


  


  The three of them ate breakfast alone the next morning at the hotel. Before they left, she stood by her car with Delta and Juju and hugged and kissed both of them.


  “I want to come,” she said. “I really want to come with you. But without my income, Mom and Dad will lose everything.”


  Juju cupped her face in his hands. “Baby, you don’t owe us an explanation. We know you’d come if you could.” He pressed a tender kiss to her forehead. “We’ll be back before you know it.”


  “Yeah,” Delta echoed, finally getting his chance to hold and kiss her. “Just be patient and stay safe.”


  “And take the safety off if you’re going to shoot someone,” Juju lightly teased.


  They pulled out. She waited until they did to leave, afraid she’d follow them if she spotted their exact path.


  But when she drove to work, she sat out in the parking lot and cried for nearly an hour.


  


  * * * *


  


  Neither man spoke until well after they were in Panda’s plane and on the way to Georgia.


  “You could have asked her to come with us,” Delta said.


  “No. You heard her, she couldn’t afford it.” Then he looked at Delta. “Didn’t you see the pictures of what Silo’s guys did to Scooter’s friends? Do you really want her possibly getting hurt like that?”


  He sighed. “No.”


  “Okay, then.”


  Delta laid his head back against the seat, closed his eyes, and tried not to think about her gorgeous blue eyes and those cute glasses of hers.


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  


  Shasta sat at her desk, chin propped up in her palm as she stared at her monitor.


  Stu had been avenged, even though she couldn’t really tell anyone that. Not even her parents.


  Kite the drug couldn’t be manufactured in Houston any longer. At least not at that site.


  They’d stymied Reverend Silo’s plans in this way, at least.


  So why the fuck do I feel like shit?


  Oh, yeah. Juju and Delta.


  In the two weeks since they’d flown out of her life, she realized how empty her life now felt. And it shocked her to realize that after only a couple of days with the men, yes, she could honestly say she thought she was in love with them. Crazy, foolhardy, stupid, naive—and true.


  Is this all there is now?


  Work. Home. Work.


  There wouldn’t be a social life for her in the foreseeable future. Not unless Lou wanted a fag-hag girlfriend.


  How could any man match up to Juju and Delta? Not just the sex, either. The men themselves. Their personalities.


  What she felt for them.


  She damn sure would wait until they returned, even if it was months or…hell, years.


  Although the thought if it maybe being that long made her feel really sick to her stomach.


  Not quite as sick as the thought that they might not come back at all.


  That was something she refused to contemplate. They had to come back to her.


  They’d promised.


  She turned and stared at the two empty desks. Desks Lou was already on the way to filling. Shasta felt damned sorry for Bailey and Waxler. Especially for Waxler’s wife and kids.


  Inside, she hurt. Ached. Not just the grief over Stu and her own simmering anger, but…


  Alone.


  The worse part was not being able to pick up a phone and just call Delta and Juju.


  Had it not been for the money, sure, she’d have left with them. Especially since her parents were safe. But she had to take care of them.


  They needed her. She couldn’t just bail and say, see ya, I’m off to save the world, sorry I can’t chip in anymore.


  Downstairs at lunchtime, she went outside to sit in the shade and eat the sandwich she’d brought with her. She didn’t want to socialize, and she’d needed time away from her desk.


  Away from other people.


  At first, she didn’t pay any attention to the older man walking toward her.


  Until she realized he was walking up to her.


  She tensed until she recognized him. Although, even then, the wariness didn’t fully leave her.


  “May I sit down?”


  “What do you want?”


  He offered a smile. “Just a couple of minutes of your time.”


  Finally, she nodded.


  He settled a comfortable distance away. Close enough to talk without having to raise their voices, but far enough away she didn’t think he could reach out and grab her.


  It sucked that she had to think like that now, but she’d seen a different side of the world than she’d wanted to admit existed, and in her own backyard.


  “So what’s your real name?” she asked.


  “I can’t tell you that,” he said. “For my protection as well as yours. Let’s just say I come bearing gifts.”


  “You’re not Greek, are you?”


  He grinned. “I’m impressed. Not many people your age know that phrase.”


  “I’m well-read. It was a cheap hobby growing up. And I’m almost thirty.”


  “My apologies.” He reached into his jacket, slowing his motions when she tensed. “Sorry. Just getting something for you.” His hand emerged with an envelope.


  He reached across the space and handed it to her.


  She didn’t take it, at first. “What’s that?”


  “An offer.”


  “What kind of offer?”


  “I suggest you open it and find out.” He didn’t shake the envelope at her, but the implication was there.


  She finally reached out and took it. No writing on it, the plain white envelope was sealed. It felt like there was maybe a small piece of paper in it, not very much.


  “I’m not going to open this and like anthrax or something is going to fall out in my lap, right?”


  “I damn sure hope not. I’ve been carrying it around with me since I came back here from…where I came back here from.”


  “Not going to tell me for your protection and mine?”


  “Right.”


  “So you left after…what happened, and then came back here?”


  He nodded.


  A thought hit her. “Is this from…J and D?” She didn’t know if she was under surveillance. She didn’t think she was, but she knew there were parabolic microphones that could pick stuff up at a distance. Or he could be wearing a wire.


  “I suggest you open it and find out.”


  She reached into her back pocket and took out the knife Juju had given her. Just looking at it made her want to cry, and she was not a crier. Not usually.


  Not before…this.


  Before the absolute totality of the permanence of her losses had started to really settle in and burrow under her skin.


  She eased the tip of the knife under the flap and slowly sliced the envelope open.


  Inside lay a three-by-five index card. On the blank side, likely printed by a computer, were several lines of text. The first two lines were a series of numbers.


  The third line was a number with two decimal points and a couple of commas: 2,484,762.29


  Followed by three more lines.


  BGSI


  @littleth@nKYoU7roMu$


  ty7U@wJDk2#4


  As the truth started to sink in, her hand trembled. She knew exactly what this meant.


  “What is this?” she finally whispered.


  “Oh, you know what it is,” the man whose real name she did not know said. “The question is, Bubba said you now have a choice to make.”


  Her vision blurred, tripled, as she stared at that card.


  “Check it out for yourself, if you don’t believe me. That’s a tablet in your lap, is it not?”


  It took her four tries to pull up the website because her fingers trembled so badly she couldn’t type right.


  The login information worked.


  And the line with the little commas and a decimal point?


  As she’d suspected, it was a bank balance.


  She immediately transferred twenty-five dollars from that account into her own personal checking account.


  Her phone buzzed seconds later with a text alert, telling her she had just received a direct deposit of twenty-five dollars.


  He made no move to get up, to leave.


  “What…am I supposed to do with this?”


  “Whatever you want. As the username says…well, you’re a hacker. You can figure it out.” He smiled.


  She stared at him.


  He reached—slowly—into his jacket again and pulled out an airline ticket folder. He showed her two tickets.


  One with her name on it.


  To depart the Houston airport that same night for Memphis.


  “What’s in Memphis?” she asked.


  “A friend who’s a pilot who will transfer you from my safekeeping to a destination I truly believe you wish you were at this time.”


  “Is this from…them?”


  “They don’t know anything about this. After Bubba debriefed me regarding my last…mission, he made an executive decision.”


  The man leaned in. “You see, there’s something a lot of us old spooks don’t want to get out. We’re romantics at heart. We do what we do hoping the good guys will win and everyone lives happily-ever-after. This is your chance to find that happily-ever-after. I remembered that you said you couldn’t leave your parents because they couldn’t afford to pay the bills without your income.” He nodded. “There ya go.”


  “Does this make you my fairy godfather?”


  “No, that would be Bubba.”


  She stared at the ticket, at the card, at the bank balance in front of her. “So I just travel with them? I can’t shoot. I’m not a fighter.”


  “We need more than guns in this fight,” he said, the good nature draining from his face, replaced by the hard gaze of the former military intel operative. “We need electronic fighters. We need hackers. We need people who can help dig out info. Who can take shit down from the inside out. The infrastructure holding everything together. You think that Houston was the only place they can make this shit? Think again. ‘They’ told you about LA and New York. How many other labs do you think there are? We know they have a lab in St. Louis.”


  He leaned in close. “There are fifteen strongholds total,” he said. “Let that sink in for a minute. That means, not counting Houston and LA, there are thirteen or maybe even fourteen other possible places out there, at least, where this kind of shit can be happening.”


  “So I just…what, walk away from my job?”


  He pointed at the tablet. “Regardless of what your answer is now, that is still yours to keep. In addition to that, you’ll be getting a salary, deposited as usual. Twice what you’re making now. And then once all this is over with and—hopefully—everyone’s survived it, you’ll find a grateful nation will be well-compensating you and your…special friends.”


  “What are you telling me?”


  “That you can go upstairs, quit, go home and pack, and we’ll fly out of here tonight. If we’re at the airport by four, that’s plenty of time.” He smiled. “I have connections to bypass the quarantines.”


  “Of course you do.” She still stared at her tablet.


  That was a lot.


  Of fucking.


  Money.


  “How do I explain this to my parents?”


  “That you received a job offer you couldn’t possibly refuse because of the money. Especially in lieu of losing your brother. A top-secret federal job.”


  “How dangerous is this?”


  He shrugged. “Probably less dangerous than trying to charge into an unknown situation armed only with a nine millimeter that you’d never fired before and didn’t even remember to deactivate the safety.” He smirked.


  “I will never live that down, will I?”


  “No. That story’s just too damned good not to tell. You have a lot of balls.” His tone gentled. “It also shows how much you care. Your spirit. Let’s channel that into something you can do to help fight this from the inside in a way that will mean something.”


  “I thought Bubba was a hacker? And what about Lima and Ax?”


  “Despite his reputation, Bubba is neither omniscient nor omnipresent. Boots on the ground. You’ve demonstrated a skill level that we need. Lima can teach you even more. And Ax…He’s got some other things to handle and will be leaving for a while.”


  “And I can’t tell anyone where I’m going, can I?”


  “Nope.”


  “Am I going to regret saying yes?”


  “Probably not as much as you’d regret saying no.”


  She stared up at the building. “I need to go quit.”


  “I’ll be waiting down here for you.”


  She found Lou in his office. When she walked in and closed the door behind her, he sat back and cocked his head. “What’s up?”


  “You know how you told me that if I ever found another job that paid better than this one, that I should take it?”


  “Yeah?”


  “I found it.”


  He sighed. “Can’t say’s I blame you. When do you start?”


  “Now.”


  He stared at her for a moment before he shook his head and laughed. “Son of a bitch.” He stood and opened his arms for a hug.


  She went, genuinely sad to say good-bye to him.


  “They need anyone else, put in a good word for me,” he said.


  She laughed. “I promise.”


  Ten minutes later, she’d headed downstairs, what few personal items she’d had at her desk stashed in a cardboard box that had held copy paper.


  Kant awaited her. “Ready to start your adventure?”


  She nodded. “I need to go pack and say good-bye to my parents.”


  “Then let’s get moving.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Juju leaned against the trunk of an Australian pine that sat beyond the high-tide line on the beach. His carbine was slung over his shoulder and he stared off into the inky darkness over the Gulf. Well past midnight, the cool November sea breeze had mostly died down, leaving only the sound of the waves washing over the sand to disturb the night. Even the sea birds had gone quiet for the most part.


  He missed her.


  This had been the longest goddamned two weeks of his life.


  Why the fuck didn’t I beg her to come with us? He regretted shutting Delta down that last evening with her. He knew damn well if she’d come with them, Bubba would have figured out how to take care of her parents and make up the economic shortfall.


  But he didn’t want her in danger. She was far safer in Houston than she would be on the run with them.


  Even though he was second-guessing the hell out of himself now.


  He couldn’t blame this on Delta. This one was all on him. And while Delta hadn’t said so in so many words, Juju knew his partner blamed him for it, too.


  Rightfully so.


  The fact that Delta had barely spoken two words to Juju since their return, much less to anyone else, told him that.


  Shasta was a hacker. She had mad skills that had helped make their mission successful.


  Imagine what she could do with us helping her.


  He understood why they’d been rotated out of Atlanta and back to the Florida base. Papa wanted to debrief them and evaluate their state of mind.


  “Heartbroken” pretty much summed it up.


  Still, they’d carry on and fulfill their mission even though Juju wondered if he’d ever be able to repair the rift he’d caused between him and his partner.


  Shasta wasn’t a fighter. She had parents to take care of. She had a job, and Houston was relatively safe, now that they’d taken the Kite lab out of commission.


  There wasn’t a logical reason he could put forward to ask her to come with. The best he could do was promise her they’d come back for her when they could.


  He spotted movement in the dark that turned out to be Yankee.


  “Papa wants you down at the dock.”


  “Why?”


  “Because he said so. I’m to take over your watch for the rest of the night.”


  It was too dark for him to clearly make out Yankee’s expression, but it almost looked like the man was trying to hide a grin.


  Fuck it.


  He trudged through the sand dune until he crossed a main path that led north-south along the whole length of the island. Following it, he reached the path east to the dock. As he approached the dock, he realized Delta was also walking up from the south.


  He stopped at the dock and waited for his partner. “What’s going on?” Juju asked him.


  Delta shook his head. “Don’t know. Orders. Oscar said he’s taking my watch.” He didn’t wait, walking past Juju and heading down the dock.


  The plane wasn’t there, but Papa was, sitting on a bench with a smile on his face.


  “What’s going on?” Juju asked him.


  “Panda radioed she’s about ten minutes out.” In the distance, they heard the drone of a plane’s engines. Papa held up a remote control and hit a button.


  In the distance to the south, in the landing channel, a series of small buoys lit up with blue LED lights to guide her in.


  Their CO wouldn’t say anything else as they waited while the engine grew louder. Panda always ran without lights at night from Venice south, staying over the water and low enough to avoid radar, switching her beacon off to mask her presence.


  Then she was there, landing on the calm inlet water, taxiing to the dock.


  Papa stood as she drew near, Juju and Delta laying their carbines on the bench as they both grabbed boathooks and snagged the plane, pulling it in before mooring it with ropes.


  Panda shut everything down while Papa switched off their landing beacons. Then the door of the plane opened and Panda stepped out.


  “Any problems?” Papa asked as he helped her onto the dock.


  “Nah. Smooth flight.”


  Papa waved the men over. “Well? Start unloading. That’s your package, after all.”


  Juju and Delta exchanged a confused glance and started to climb in when another person appeared in the plane’s doorway.


  Juju wasn’t sure he was seeing what he thought he was seeing, but then he and Delta both nearly knocked each other off the dock and into the water while trying to help her out.


  Papa and Panda got safely out of the way as Juju and Delta hugged Shasta, Juju kissing her first before he let Delta spin her around and kiss her.


  Papa cleared his throat. “Gentlemen, may I present your package. Code name…” He smiled. “Code name ‘Stu.’”


  Juju had spun her back around to face him. “Seriously?”


  She nodded. “Yeah. Bubba offered me a job. My parents think I’m working for the federal government in a top-secret position.”


  Papa laughed. “Well, technically, you are. That’s not a lie.”


  Delta wore a beaming smile. “You’re really with us for good?”


  “Yeah. As long as you want me.”


  “Fuckin’ A,” both men said. They grinned and high-fived each other.


  


  * * * *


  


  Delta was sure he was going to wake up and find it’d just been a dream. He’d dreamed of Shasta every time he closed his fucking eyes, and it was ripping his heart out a tiny piece at a time.


  He knew he had a mission to do, but dammit, seven other sets of them had found happiness in the midst of hell, so why couldn’t they?


  He hadn’t wanted to admit he hated Juju just a little bit, even though he’d known the man was right.


  Delta also knew neither of them would be getting any until after the apocalypse was over and they tracked Shasta down again. He was in love with her, Juju was in love with her, and unless she’d been a far better liar than Delta was a bullshit-detector, she’d been in love with them.


  Turning to Papa, he asked, “You did this?”


  “Nope. I didn’t find out about it until this morning when I was told to order Panda to Memphis to pick her up. He sent someone to Houston to talk to her and safely escort her to meet Panda. I didn’t know it was her until after Panda was in the air in Memphis and back on her way here. That’s when Bubba gave me the deets.”


  “What does she do?” Delta asked.


  “She answers her own questions,” Shasta said, gently poking him in the ribs. “Because she’s standing right here.”


  “Sorry, babe.”


  “Intelligence support,” she said. “Bubba wants me to work with Lima for a while to get up to speed and then help run the electronic assault on Silo’s operation. Keep him busy on multiple fronts.”


  “What about Ax?”


  She shrugged and pointed to Papa. “That I don’t know about.”


  Papa’s smile faded. “We’re going to be losing Ax. Whether it’s for a while or for good, we don’t know yet.”


  “What?” the men asked.


  “Bubba said we need to let him follow his own lead. That Bubba will coordinate with him once Ax has left us. Ax will still provide us with intel and support, but we need to let him go.”


  “When?” Juju asked.


  Papa glanced at his watch. “Soon. Days. No one else knows about that yet, so keep it close. I’ll pass the word around when I’m ready.”


  “Can we trust Ax not to rat us out?” Delta asked. “And what about Mary Silo?”


  “That’s all part of the bigger picture. Bubba is comfortable letting him go into the wild. It might be the only way we finally get Mary Silo without blowing her trust. But it’s come to a point that we’re to provide him with a vehicle, supplies, funds, and weapons, and let him leave.”


  “What about what he’s been doing?” Juju asked.


  Papa nodded toward Shasta. “You’re looking at her.”


  Panda crossed her arms over her chest. “Ax can identify both safe house locations, and he knows logistics details about the Atlanta CDC. What happens if he gets caught and interrogated by another of Silo’s merc teams?”


  “That’s above our pay grade,” Papa said. “We have to trust Bubba. Now, gentlemen. I’m sure Panda wants to lock her plane up. I suggest you get your lady’s gear and go do…whatever it is you plan on doing.” He smiled. “Lucky bastards. Panda and I will bring your weapons up to your room for you.”


  Delta stared down into Shasta’s blue eyes.


  Sweet, beautiful blue eyes he’d been sure he’d never see again in his life.


  “Love you, baby,” he whispered.


  She hugged him. “Love you, too, you big monkey.”


  “What about me?” Juju asked, grinning.


  She turned to him and hugged him. “Love you, too, sarge.”


  Juju nuzzled her head. “Love you so fucking much, baby,” he whispered. “I’m sorry I walked away from you. I was wrong. I should have been begging you to come with us.”


  Like that, Delta’s ire vanished. It wouldn’t do any good to hold on to resentment for something that wasn’t even an issue any longer. And besides, he loved the asshole.


  “Let’s get her shit and get back to quarters,” Delta hoarsely said, choking back his pent up emotions. “I have time I want to make up for with her.”


  “You ain’t the only one,” Juju said.


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  


  Shasta couldn’t even begin to express how happy she felt, something she wasn’t even sure she’d ever get to experience again in her life. No, the digs weren’t ritzy, just two bedrolls, which they quickly shoved together, in what had once been an office, but she didn’t care.


  She had her two men back.


  They soothed her soul in a way it nearly frightened her to admit.


  Taking their time, they slowly undressed her, putting her glasses safely on top of a bookshelf along the wall, and eased her down onto the bedroll. They stared down at her, hunger in their eyes as they quickly stripped and joined her.


  She was happy to see both men’s cocks were hard and ready.


  “Miss me, boys?”


  They grinned. So different, and yet so identical. Delta’s sweet brown gaze, Juju’s dusty green eyes—they owned her, heart and soul.


  “You have no idea,” Delta purred. He immediately shoved her legs apart and dove between her thighs while Juju’s mouth closed onto hers, muffling her moans.


  This. Sooo much this. She closed her eyes and let her mind detach from her body, from the cares of the world, and focused on the pleasure they were giving her.


  Delta didn’t waste any time, quickly licking and sucking the first climax out of her, a direct frontal attack on her clit that drop-kicked her over the edge into what she hoped would be the first of countless orgasms with them.


  Juju lifted his mouth from hers even as down below Delta started eagerly trying to replicate her previous response to his oral fixation. “I think tonight we’re going to take our time making your head explode until you melt into a puddle on the bed.”


  Her heart raced as she stared up into his dusty green eyes, crinkled in amusement at the outer corners as he smiled. “I can live with that.”


  Juju grinned, sealing her fate.


  This whirlwind romance not only felt right, it felt like it had always been in her life. Like everything before Juju and Delta was a muted, fuzzy, sepia-toned existence and their entrance wiped away the filters and brought forth stunning colors and brightened her soul in a way it had never felt before.


  Love. She’d never really been in love before now. Relationships? Yes.


  Love?


  No. Never anything like this. Letting them go had ripped her heart out.


  It was a mistake she damn sure would never repeat.


  She wanted them on her, in her, part of her, forever. Juju’s mouth closed over hers, this time hungry, crushing, not just swallowing her moans of pleasure but sucking them right from her lungs. Delta slipped two fingers inside her pussy and started finger-fucking her, hard and fast, launching her into the second orgasm.


  With her arms wrapped around Juju’s neck she rocked her hips in time with Delta’s motions, trying to fuck his face and hand, that damned evilly delicious tongue of his that could rock her world whether it was buried in her pussy or speaking sexy naughtiness in her ear.


  Juju broke their kiss and sat up, cupping the back of her head in one hand and encircling the base of his cock with the other.


  “Open up, baby. Let’s muffle those moans with this.”


  Her lips eagerly parted, reaching for him, wanting the feel, the taste of his cock on her tongue, the heat of it in her mouth, his salty pre-cum already leaking from his slit and over her taste buds.


  Perfection.


  Juju let out a hiss as she moaned with her third Delta-driven orgasm. “Easy, baby. I want this load going in that sweet pussy of yours. Don’t suck me dry yet.”


  Delta sat up, making her gasp at the sudden disappearance of all that wonderful sensation.


  “Hold on, baby,” he hoarsely said. “Just a second.” He grabbed her legs behind the knees, shoved them up, and then his thick cock was filling her, stretching her, bottoming out inside her pussy.


  He sat up, holding her ankles as he smiled down at her. “Now then. That was at least three I gave you. That’s a fair trade for right now.”


  Delta started pistoning his hips, his cock gliding over that sweet spot with every thrust. Her gaze darted back up to Juju, who also wore a delectably evil smile.


  “Baby, you have no idea the night you’re in for,” Juju said. “Gonna fuck your brains out. Maybe take you down to the beach and fuck you in the water. Going to make up for the past couple of weeks. I’m an idiot. I should have begged you to come with us and figured out how to make it happen.”


  She wanted him to shut up, unless it was dirty talk, and just let this roll on out the way it was always meant to. When she tried to flick her tongue against the underside of his cock, he slowed his strokes, catching on to her plan.


  “Oh, no, you don’t.” He grinned. “Don’t worry. We’re going to give you all the cock you can possibly suck, too, but I need to fuck you first. And I’m gonna fuck you.”


  Delta picked up the speed and force of his strokes, spreading her legs a little wider, which was just enough to allow his body to rub against her now swollen clit at the bottom of every stroke.


  Another orgasm slipped through her, making her moan.


  Juju eased his cock deep into her throat, quieting her, holding it there, smiling down at her. “Yeah,” he whispered. “Just like that. You won’t ever want to look at another man, baby. I promise. Just like we won’t ever want to look at another woman.”


  Delta slowed his strokes but kept up the force, driving hard into her on each thrust and withdrawing achingly slow. “Going to learn every inch of your body,” he whispered. “Going to memorize it so that any time we want to make you come, we can do it right.”


  They were already doing a pretty good job of that.


  She felt another tremor wash through her.


  Make that a damn fine job.


  “She just came again,” Juju gasped as he eased his cock out of her throat again.


  “I know.” Delta smiled down at her. “I wish I could do this all night but it feels too damn good and I want to bust a nut…right…now.” He punctuated each word with a hard, driving thrust, groaning as he buried his cock deep inside her and filled her with his juices.


  Breathing hard, he carefully lowered her legs and leaned forward. Juju pulled his cock from her mouth and Delta kissed her, tongue fucking her. “Baby,” he purred, “don’t know how many years we’ll have together, but I swear we’ll make them as good as we can. Love you so fucking much.”


  “Love you, too.”


  The men switched places, Juju taking up the exact same position Delta had used. He smiled down at her. “Love you, baby.”


  She smiled. “Shut up and fuck me, sarge.” She gasped as he did just that, his steely cock easily filling her, bottoming out inside her.


  “Like that, baby?”


  “Yeah, like that.”


  Delta cupped her breasts, tweaking her nipples with his thumb and fingers, kissing her to muffle her cries of pleasure as Juju managed to fuck one more out of her.


  Between the long-ass day and the excitement, she was starting to fade, and the men sensed it.


  “Think you’ve had enough, baby?” Juju asked her.


  She nodded.


  “Then just one more,” the men teased in unison.


  Delta bent his head to her left nipple, sucking it into the wet heat of his mouth as his hand rolled her right nipple between his fingers.


  That did it. On that note, she slipped over the edge one last time, much to their pleasure. Juju picked up the pace, fucking her hard, fast, driving her up the bedroll until, finally, his cock exploded and he added his load to her pussy.


  Delta moved out of the way, stretching out on her left side. Dropping her legs, Juju leaned in and kissed her, deeply, stroking her cheek with his hand.


  “Love you forever, sweetheart,” he whispered.


  “Forever,” Delta echoed.


  “Believe me,” she finally managed, “I’m going to hold you both to that promise.”


  As they lay there recovering, she closed her eyes, her body firmly and perfectly cocooned between their hard, warm forms.


  Despite what she’d been through, the pain, the grief, she knew going forward she could deal with anything, as long as these two were by her side.


  She damn sure wasn’t going anywhere unless it was with them.


  They were her future, and she would follow them any- and everywhere they went.


  Forever.


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  


  Shasta stared out over the Gulf. It looked…different, somehow, from this direction. The beaches were similar to Texas beaches, but…it was still different. Felt different. Even the air felt different. Smelled different.


  Wasn’t a bad observation, just something she noted. She’d been back with her men for three days, and it was the first day she’d awakened before them and didn’t have either a cock or a tongue already deep in her pussy by the time she opened her eyes.


  Admittedly there were far worse ways to wake up, but she sensed the three of them finally working the franticness out of their systems.


  It felt good to feel settled.


  Juju walked up with coffee for her and after handing her the mug draped an arm around her waist. He nibbled on the back of her neck.


  “Love you, baby,” he whispered.


  “How long do we have here?”


  “We need to rotate back to Atlanta in a few days.”


  She turned. “Then I get separated from you two again?”


  He smiled. “Nope. Papa wants you up there with Lima, working with him.”


  “But what about Pandora and Scooter?”


  “They’re going to cycle back and forth. For now, they’ll get you up to speed down here. Once you know what’s going on, we’ll head back up.”


  “This is like a dream.”


  “More like a fairy tale,” Delta sleepily said in that sexy purr of his. He walked out, shorts and shirtless, a mug of coffee in hand.


  “Aren’t you chilly?” She’d pulled on sweats and a sweater. Sure it was warm by normal standards, but the low 60s were still a little nippy for her.


  Delta shrugged as he walked over for a morning kiss. “Been in a lot worse.” He planted a kiss on her lips that curled her toes and would require her changing her panties out sooner rather than later. “Don’t care, as long as you’re here.”


  “We’ll get him, right?” she asked.


  They nodded. “He is our next priority after the scientists solve Kite,” Delta said. “That has to come first.”


  “I get it. I just want a crack at that fucker.”


  “You ain’t the only one.” Delta pointed down the beach. “The line starts waaaay down thar thataway. A couple of miles back.”


  She snorted as they both gave her a smile. Juju nibbled on the back of her neck. “There’s our beautiful girl. It’s good to see you smile.”


  “This is the first Thanksgiving I’ve spent away from my parents,” she admitted. “I mean, sometimes they had to work, or I did, but at least we saw each other.”


  “Papa said he’s got a plan for you. You’ll be able to call them later today. Technically, you’re not part of our unit. You’re off the books totally, so it’s not as big a risk.”


  “Really?”


  “Really really,” Delta said.


  “If I pretend,” she softly said, “I can imagine he’s still away on deployment. That he’s not dead. That he’ll come home one day.”


  Juju rested his chin on her left shoulder. “You do what you need to do to get by, sweetheart. It’s all right.”


  “I’m still just so…angry. At Silo, but a little at Stu. That maybe if he’d tried harder or done something different, he wouldn’t have fallen into the trap. Which is stupid. He couldn’t help that he got hurt, and he didn’t mean or want to be an addict. He thought the drug was going to help him get better. Or at least be able to function. He wanted to be a better brother and son. And that just makes me even more angry.”


  “Then channel that whenever you have doubts or miss your parents,” Delta said. “Use that to get you through.”


  She turned and leaned against the railing, facing them. “What’s next, long-term?” she asked. “Assuming Kite is vanquished and we kill or otherwise get rid of Silo.”


  The men exchanged an adorable glance before looking at her and shrugging. It was hard to believe they hadn’t been super-close friends for decades. They were nearly twins in a lot of ways.


  “That’s up to you,” Delta said. “Once we are no longer beholden to the US of A military, we belong only to you.”


  Juju nodded.


  Aww. They couldn’t have said anything more perfect if they’d tried. “What about your families?” she asked.


  “My dad was military,” Juju said. “He’s not expecting me to hover over them. He’s expecting me to do my duty and live my life.”


  Delta shrugged. “You two are my family,” he quietly said. “You two, and this group of…monkeys.” The corner of his mouth quirked in a smile. “I’m hoping we get to meet your parents.”


  “Yeah. That might be hard to explain to them, but I’m not giving you two up.”


  “I could handle living in post-Silo Houston,” Juju said, looking at Delta.


  Delta nodded. “Wherever she wants is fine with me.”


  She pulled them in for a hug. “I guess we have a while to decide that yet,” she said, comforted by their solid presence. “I just need to monkey up and focus on the job at hand.”


  The men snickered.


  “What?” she asked.


  Delta grinned. “You can get us two monkeys up, that’s for sure.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Ax had left before dawn. Only Omega bid him good-bye, leaving him with a warning.


  “Be careful, watch your six, and don’t trust anyone. Not even her.”


  “I have to do this.”


  “I know. I don’t agree with it, but Bubba told us this is what has to happen.”


  “I’m going to try to come back.”


  “If you do, you come back the long way around. We taught you a lot. Remember everything we taught you.”


  Including they’d given him four po-clo boluses, pre-loaded.


  If he and Mary were captured, it’d be better to use them instead of…


  He tried not to think about the pictures Lima and the others had forced him to look at. How Scooter’s roommates had been systematically tortured, dismembered while alive before shock and blood loss likely finally killed them.


  The pile of fingers and toes, not even whole ones, but taken off at each knuckle, like they’d used a pair of bolt cutters or something on them.


  The way their flesh had been flayed from them.


  He swallowed back the bile trying to rise in his throat.


  “I will. I promise.”


  Omega extended a hand to him and Ax shook with the man. He felt tiny compared to Omega’s bulk and height. Not even the comforting and now-familiar weight of the nine in its holster along his back helped overcome that perceived deficiency when standing in Omega’s shadow.


  “Be safe.”


  “Thanks. You, too. Good luck.”


  “We make our own luck. Just like you now have to make yours.”


  He started to step toward the small car Omega had gotten him, but then the man reached out and touched Ax’s shoulder, making him turn.


  “Just because we like you, doesn’t mean if we find you on the wrong side that we won’t kill you.”


  “If you find me on the wrong side, I’ll already be dead from my own hand,” he said.


  Omega nodded. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”


  Ax got into the car and left, heading west for a while. Before dawn on Thanksgiving morning, the air felt crisp and cold, sharp, slicing through any gap in clothing. Not quite ice weather, but near enough. The cloudless sky overhead meant the temps had dropped overnight, but there wasn’t enough humidity in the air and no precipitation to slick the salted roads over.


  He drove carefully, alert.


  Aware.


  Well aware.


  Only once he was nearly twenty miles from the safe house did he turn to the north and start his wide circle around. He would be coming at the city from the northeast when he finally drew close.


  At eleven o’clock, he pulled into the parking lot and shut off his engine. The restaurant was doing a brisk business today, which sort of surprised him. He’d spent a lot of holidays working and hadn’t realized so many people went out to eat on Thanksgiving.


  As ordered, he sat on a bench just inside the doorway and waited.


  Nearly an hour later, a figure entered the lobby and approached him. Swathed in a long winter coat, her face and hair mostly concealed by a blue scarf and matching knit cap, she stopped in front of him.


  He stared up at her before standing.


  When she unwound her scarf and gave him a smile, he let out a sigh of relief and gladly hugged her.


  “I’m so glad you’re safe,” he whispered. “I was so worried about you Mo-Mary. I meant Kali.”


  She didn’t let go of him, but she did look up into his face. “If you want to call me Mom, I’d like that.”


  He blinked away his tears, nodding. “I’d like that.”


  She gave him another smile. “I always wanted someone to call me Mom.” Hooking her arm through his, she led him toward the hostess station. “Now, lunch today is on me. No arguing. All right?”


  He couldn’t help it. He tightly hugged her coat-clad arm against him. “Okay, Mom. Thank you.”


  She turned to the hostess. “Two, please. Me and my son.”


  The hostess looked around and then grabbed two menus after marking off her sheet. “Right this way.”


  Kali leaned in close. “This is the best Thanksgiving ever.”


  He nodded. “Mine, too.”
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