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  Monkey See, Monkey Do


  When failure isn’t an option, that’s when you call…the Drunk Monkeys.


  Dumped and homeless on Thanksgiving, Dr. Leta Gaebel is having her worst day ever. Why not work another shift at the hospital? It’s the only home she has now. When two mysterious hunks interrupt her desperately needed nap, she’s not exactly upset. Then they offer her a chance to help save the world.


  Uncle and Zed must steal mission-critical supplies from a nearby hospital. They didn’t intend to meet the exhausted but gorgeous doctor. They certainly didn’t expect a sexy proposition from her—and they damn sure aren’t turning her down. One more doctor in their unit and a woman to call their own? Yes, please!


  The trio gets assigned to the Atlanta safe house. But when Reverend Silo’s mercenaries attack, Leta is forced to dig deep, not only to save lives, but to keep herself alive in the process. Will any of them survive to see another day?
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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…


  


  When last we left, it was toward the end of November, on Thanksgiving morning of the year 2143, and seventeen months post-TMFU—The Massive FuckUp.


  That’s the acronym for the events that resulted when China nuked North Korea out of existence for turning a couple of thousand Kite-infected people loose across their northern border. It was also the major catalyst to the massive shitstorm in which the world now finds itself struggling to tread sewage while fighting for survival.


  Our SOTIF1 military team, the Drunk Monkeys, just added another woman to their numbers—code-named Stu. A computer programmer whose brother died from an OD of Kite the drug in Houston, she’s now partnered with Juju and Delta.


  Which is a good thing—her joining them, that is. Because Ax, their resident hacker, has left the Drunk Monkeys to partner with Mary Silo. He’s been her secret accomplice and helped her execute her plan to escape from her abusive husband, the Reverend Hannibal Silo. Ax is also the blogger who’s been posting the video and audio evidence Mary sent him, evidence highly embarrassing to Reverend Silo, exposing his systematic abuse of his wife and some of his dastardly plans.


  Now known as Kali Enyo, Mary Silo is determined to bring her husband down in as publicly and painful a way as possible.


  Heavy emphasis on painful.


  Ax still plans to work from the sidelines to help the Drunk Monkeys where he can, but everyone knows Mary Silo won’t come in unless Ax can fully earn her trust.


  And Ax has his own…well, axe to grind against the reverend regarding the deaths of his parents.


  Meanwhile, Rev. Hannibal Silo and his right-hand man, Jerald Arbeid, are now locked in a silent duel with each other, and it looks like Jerald currently holds the upper hand. He hasn’t told Hannibal about the Drunk Monkeys destroying their Kite drug lab in Houston, or the fact that their California church compound seems to have destroyed itself from the inside out.


  Literally.


  Jerald is working to eliminate Silo for good and end the insanity so he can take control of the church’s reins and install a figurehead to lead the flock.


  Meaning Jerald would then control the church’s finances and the business end of things.


  Silo suspects Jerald wants him gone, but he can’t afford to make a decisive move against the man yet without risking exposing himself.


  The Drunk Monkeys have also added Dr. Ivan Ivlonsky and Dr. Max Copper to the roster, two more scientists from The List who came in from the cold to help find a vaccine for Kite the virus.


  If you’re keeping a scorecard, that means half of the living scientists from The List are now under the protection of the Drunk Monkeys, with one scientist known to be deceased.


  With every scientist they’ve added to their ranks, they’ve made progress toward nailing down a successful Kite vaccine. Their current hope is that with the CDC facilities in Atlanta now at their secure and unlimited disposal, they might be able to lick this thing sooner rather than later.


  Let’s pick up our tale where we left off. Rather, we’ll jump in just before that point, on Wednesday, the night before Thanksgiving.


  Hang on tight. It’s getting bumpy.


  Chapter Two


  


  Everyone wants the wishbone, especially in an apocalypse…


  


  Leta Gaebel wasn’t sure how much more badly her life could suck at that given moment.


  Then again, she realized that perhaps she shouldn’t be tempting Fate by idly pondering existential questions like that.


  “You sure this is how you want things to go?” she asked.


  Gary nodded. “Yeah. I need you out.”


  She guessed that officially made Gary Tupelo her ex instead of her boyfriend.


  Tomorrow was Thanksgiving. “I have to work a three-day shift at the hospital. I told you that. Can’t I—”


  Gary shook his head. “I won’t be here come Monday. I’m leaving before dawn. I already told the landlord he could have it back Monday.”


  She stared at him as that sank in. “When were you going to tell me?”


  “You been sleeping on the couch for a month, Leta. You can’t say this is unexpected. I told you two weeks ago I wasn’t going to renew the lease on this place.”


  “Yeah, and I thought I had until at least the first of December. That’s what we’d talked about.”


  He shrugged.


  Yeah, this was why she’d started sleeping on the couch in the first place.


  Because he was a first-class douche.


  She crossed her arms over her chest as she leaned against the kitchen counter. “Why the sudden change?”


  “I’m heading out of here. My cousin in Montana, I talked to him this morning. He told me I get myself out there, I can work for him, live with him. He’s got a big ranch. Cattle, soy, alfalfa. I’m selling everything I can, taking what I can, and the rest stays. I need to get out there before the weather goes completely to shit worse than it already has. Supposed to be another bad weather front coming in late next week. If I leave by Monday morning, I can make it. My paycheck won’t hit my bank account until then. I need it for gas money. I’m not going to hang around Florida and wait for people from up north to come down here and bring Kite with them. I’m out.”


  “Gee, thanks.”


  “Oh, don’t start with me. You’re done with me, and you’ve been done with me. Frankly, unless those Drunk Monkeys everyone’s talking about manage to find a vaccine, the world is going to shit. They said warmer climates allow the virus to spread faster. Well, Montana in the winter is like a meat locker. Literally. And they have a low population density. You really want to come with me, say so now, but I didn’t think farm work was your specialty, doc.”


  Well, pretty much everything in the apartment was his, other than her clothes and personal items she had, like her laptop, Kindle, and other things. She’d moved in with him right after graduating from med school. She was in her third and final year of residency, just a couple of months left, and wasn’t making jack shit for pay yet.


  Luckily, she’d had scholarships, grants, and military benefits because her parents were killed while on duty, which meant she didn’t have a ton of student debt. Her grandmother had died when Leta was eight, meaning Leta had ended up in state care and adding to her benefits. Absolutely, she’d opted to take that and parlay it into a medical degree.


  She’d be stupid not to.


  The result was she really didn’t have much more than the clothes on her back and some personal items. In college she’d lived in dorms, or paid friends to let her sleep on their couches, before she’d met Gary.


  She’d used her pay for food, car expenses, health insurance, saving up for malpractice insurance and to open a practice of her own one day—little splurges like that.


  Having been raised in a government home for kids, she was used to living light.


  And everything she owned would fit in her SUV.


  “Well, good luck with that. Have a happy life.” She pushed herself away from the counter and turned, pulling out a box of garbage bags from under the sink. “I’ll be out by morning.”


  She could crash at the hospital. There were staff showers, even a laundry room. If the resident dorm beds were full, she could find either an empty bed in a room, or a pull-out sofa in some comatose patient’s room.


  Wouldn’t be the first time.


  She could even eat halfway healthy food from the cafeteria for less than it’d cost her in groceries every week, especially if she didn’t have other outlays like rent and utilities.


  Hell, living at the hospital wasn’t exactly her worst option. Bonus, it’d give her extra time to shadow other doctors. Right now, she’d spent a lot of time in both cardiology and the ER, but she wasn’t quite sure what she wanted to specialize in yet. She needed to make that decision soon if she wanted to apply for an internship somewhere and not just end up being a GP in a large practice, little more than someone able to write prescriptions and figure out how to help people while keeping bean counters happy.


  Right now she was doing another stint in the cardiac unit, sometimes floating down to the ER when they were overwhelmed. She’d also assisted with several dozen complex cardiac surgeries, as well as hundreds of trauma-related surgeries, but was definitely not going to call herself an expert in any given field yet.


  As she started packing, she completely tuned out where Gary was in the apartment or what he was doing.


  Why is this not upsetting me more?


  Shouldn’t it be upsetting? At least a…little?


  Nada.


  She thought it should.


  Then again, maybe she’d never really been in love with the dumbass.


  Okay, so being completely honest with herself, there was no “maybe” about it.


  He’d been cute with a beer in her, and damned adorable after three beers and with his tongue up her cooch, but there wasn’t much more to him than that when the buzz wore off and she actually had to listen to the guy…oh…talk.


  Being alone had sucked, but after the better part of three years in this relationship, she realized she wasn’t any better off with Gary than she’d been before he’d waltzed into her life.


  She had two hands and a vibrator. She didn’t need his talented tongue.


  She damn sure wasn’t moving to Montana, even had he asked.


  Which he hadn’t.


  When she’d told him weeks ago that she’d have to work Thanksgiving Day and most of that weekend, that should have been a clue to her. He’d given her little more than a “whatever” response.


  Not even the slightest bit of emotion.


  That’d been when it was easier to sleep on the couch than share a bed with him. The last straw. He was a one-trick pony, and not very bright. Nice enough in the beginning, at least, but she’d soon discovered he was a lot nicer when he wanted a piece of ass than when he wasn’t in the mood or too tired.


  Which was most of the time.


  Staring at the growing pile of trash bags in the middle of the living room, along with her three suitcases, she realized something.


  The timing sucks, but I’m not unhappy about leaving.


  


  * * * *


  


  It was a little before midnight when Leta pulled into the staff parking lot at the hospital with her keyring now two lighter than it had been that morning.


  Glancing in the rearview mirror, she couldn’t see out her rear window. She had put the back seat down to make more room and had managed to pack everything in with a little room to spare. At some point she’d need to take the time to neatly repack everything, fit more in the suitcases, and buy another suitcase or two. Most of her stuff she’d just shoved into garbage bags to simply get out of there. If Gary found anything of hers that she’d forgotten, he’d promised to call her so she could pick it up on Sunday.


  I guess there are benefits to living out of your car.


  At least she wouldn’t be homeless. She had insurance on it, and it was paid for.


  Maybe I should invest in some camping gear.


  This was Florida, for chrissake. Most of fall and spring, it wasn’t so oppressively hot that she couldn’t sleep outside. Even during a goodly chunk of winter it was nice enough to sleep outside.


  Get a tent and an air mattress, find a campground nearby.


  Hell, she could probably find a camper van or small trailer to tow behind her SUV and live out of that.


  Thinking ahead, she’d prepped a bag with her shower kit, extra clothes, and what she’d need for the next couple of days. She’d go inside, nap, and be ready to start her shift in a few hours. She’d showered before she left the apartment, so all she’d have to do in the morning was wake up, find coffee, and hit the floor running.


  Except, that’s not how it happened. She ended up clocked in when a code blue was called on the floor she was trying to nap on, and she jumped in to help. Followed by another code blue.


  Followed by another.


  By six o’clock the next morning, she’d managed less than five minutes of sleep and was already running on fumes following her forty-eight hours on that she’d worked before today.


  Why’d I decide to become a doctor again?


  At the rate she was going, it wouldn’t be Kite that killed her.


  It’d be exhaustion.


  


  * * * *


  


  A little after midnight on what was now technically Thanksgiving Day, Uncle and his partner, Zed, were studying the tablet laid on the table in front of them.


  Papa and Alpha, their unit’s commander and second, were going over the supply run logistics with them at the Drunk Monkeys’ secret island hideout just off the southwest coast of Florida.


  “Thanksgiving Day means the hospital will be understaffed and hopefully not as many patients there,” Alpha said. “Get in, get out, and get back here safely. Easy-peasy.”


  “Don’t jinx us,” Uncle scolded. “And we’re sure we can’t just order what we need and have it dropped to a front location somewhere nearby?”


  Papa shook his head. “What the lab crew needs is currently only available from one vendor in this country, and it’s backordered through them for several weeks because of all the work being done on Kite at labs all over the US. This hospital is connected to a small university with a research department. Very specialized, but the same kind of supplies. Bubba checked and they received a shipment three weeks ago from the vendor. They should have at least some there.”


  “And they can’t spare any from Atlanta?” Zed asked.


  “Not really, no. It’s requisitioned from another department there. It might look funny if a huge batch of it suddenly disappears. Bubba isn’t sure yet if that department and its chain of command are mole-free. We can’t afford the risk of raising any red flags there. Not to mention, they really can’t spare what they have.”


  “And if this doesn’t work?” Uncle asked. “Or if they don’t have enough?” Uncle wasn’t a doctor, or even a med-tech. He didn’t understand why no one else couldn’t just whip up a batch of the special medium they apparently needed to culture the samples. Then again, that was above his pay grade, even though he was a first lieutenant.


  “Then we’ll have to start hitting other facilities,” Papa said. “This is the closest one. Next on the list would be Miami, or up in Tampa, and I really don’t want to send anyone out that far when we’re already spread thin enough as it is.”


  Uncle grokked that part of the equation, at least. He also understood why their CO didn’t want to relinquish the Florida safe house yet despite the one in Atlanta being up and running. After what happened in California following the earthquake, and their narrow escape from the LA area, they had to keep an eye on their next step. With brutal winter weather already in full swing throughout much of the country and it was still only fall, Papa had to keep their options open.


  It didn’t help that they had the scientists from The List spread between the two locations, either.


  They finished their planning. “Well,” Uncle said, “I want to grab a little rack time before we move out.”


  Zed yawned. “Can’t argue with you there.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Zed didn’t mind the mission, even though he wished they didn’t have to steal from a hospital to get what they needed. Before dawn the next morning, he and Uncle set out on their trip. Uncle drove the older, tiny two-door Toyota solar hybrid they’d taken. Good on gas and very understated, an easy car to miss, even if you were looking for it. And a bazillion of them on the road.


  The hospital was less than twenty miles away in a straight line, and traffic was light. But they had to take a roundabout path, going east first, all the way out to I-75 and then south and west again into Ft. Myers. It was the only way to make sure they weren’t followed back to their hideout later. Depending on how the run went, they’d take an even more circuitous route back.


  As the sun began tingeing the eastern horizon with hints of pinks and oranges, Uncle slowly shook his head, his green eyes looking black in that light.


  “Don’t like this,” he muttered. “Bad feeling.”


  Zed’s pulse jumped. “How so?”


  Uncle was a man of few words, usually, unless he had something to talk about. Wasn’t a nervous chatterbox, or someone who’d run his mouth so long and loudly that you wanted to make him suck-start a nine millimeter just to shut him the fuck up.


  And when Uncle had a “feeling,” Zed tended to listen to the man.


  Uncle shook his head. “Don’t know. Just a feeling.”


  “Want to abort?”


  “Not for a feeling, no.” Uncle drove on for a few more minutes. They were already heading south on I-75. “Nobody following us,” he added. “Just can’t shake it.”


  They had, admittedly, been pretty damn lucky so far. Lots of close calls, some closer than others, but they could see the finish line just ahead. Zed was looking forward to finally being able to contemplate a future after the military and without worrying about the Kite virus any longer.


  They were dressed in scrubs and wore white coats. Doc had given them stethoscopes to wear, and Bubba had shipped them IDs that he swore would not only get them into where they needed to go, but would pass inspection at the hospital.


  This should be an easy mission.


  Still…


  “Happy Thanksgiving,” Zed told his partner.


  Uncle grunted but didn’t otherwise respond.


  Zed hated it when the man got into these moods. It always put Zed on edge, because more often than not it usually meant shit was about to go down. Bad shit.


  They both had sidearms tucked in holsters at their waistbands, as well as knives. Hurting or killing someone was absolutely the last thing they wanted to do today.


  But it was still on the list, if they were seriously threatened.


  This mission was too vital. The mission as a whole, not just this supply run. Now with seven of the known fourteen living scientists from The List working toward a vaccine, success was right there, within their grasp.


  They wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize that simply over a hunch.


  Zed settled back in his seat and tried to ignore the increasing case of nerves wanting to take up residence in his gut.


  Chapter Three


  


  Ax sat at the table and stared across it at Kali Enyo. After having conversed with her online for several months, to finally get to meet her in person felt almost…surreal.


  Especially since she now looked nothing like the missing person alerts posted all over the Internet and media outlets. He’d known what she looked like now through the picture she sent him to get her a fake ID, but still…


  In person, she no longer resembled Mary Silo, missing wife of the Reverend Hannibal Silo, Church of the Rising Sunset.


  And Ax couldn’t believe how right it felt calling her Mom.


  She smiled at him. “So they just let you leave, huh?”


  “I’m guessing you watched me for a while after I got here to make sure I wasn’t followed.”


  “Absolutely. You taught me well.”


  A flush of pride washed through him at that compliment. “I’m still working with them. I don’t want to stop helping them. Especially not after what…happened.”


  He didn’t like to think about the pictures of Scooter’s roommates, tortured to death by a team of mercenaries hired by Reverend Silo.


  They’d been trying to find him, and by extension, Kali.


  “I figured that much,” she said. “But what I don’t understand is why they don’t seem to want to force me to come in.”


  “Because they don’t. I swear, they’re your husband’s worst enemy right now.” He lowered his voice, aware of the other Thanksgiving Day lunch patrons seated nearby. “They’ve managed to find and bring in several of the scientists. They’re really close to a vaccine. The stuff…” He had to swallow back bile at the memory of the videos they’d forced him to watch of the Kite lab in LA, the pictures of the victims.


  Barstow.


  Scooter’s friends.


  He dropped his voice to a whisper. “Because of what your husband’s lab did in LA, it contributed to what happened in Barstow.”


  Her expression grew hard. “So again I ask, why wouldn’t they force me in? What’s their angle?”


  “They don’t have one. Except stopping Kite and stopping Silo. That’s it. That’s all.”


  “Stopping him by arresting him and putting him in jail?”


  “No.”


  She studied him. “Then what do they want to do?”


  “They are afraid to take him out before there’s a proven vaccine. They’re worried he might have a fail-safe in place.”


  “A fail-safe? Like you told me to put together?”


  “Yes, but in his case, they’re worried it might be another release of the Kite virus into the wild.”


  Her gaze dropped to the table. Her hands hadn’t emerged from under the table since they sat down. It wouldn’t shock him if she had a gun trained on him under the table, just in case.


  That’s why he kept his hands visible, palms flat on the table’s surface.


  “Do they really think that about him?” she eventually asked.


  “They don’t know. We’ve hacked into the church’s computer networks, but the labs generally aren’t connected to the main network, so it’s hard to say. And not everything is in the network.”


  “Tell me what happened in LA,” she said, still not meeting his gaze. “Everything.”


  He did. He’d spared her the worst details before now.


  Not anymore.


  He told her everything, about what the Preachsearch Project did, had planned to do. How it had contributed to the virus running wild in LA, which had led to the events in Barstow.


  When he finished, he couldn’t interpret her expression.


  “You have proof?” she asked.


  “They gave me copies of everything. Pictures, video, data. I have it all.”


  “You can show me later, then. After we eat.” Her left hand emerged and she took a sip of water from the glass before her. They were still waiting on their food. “Do you have other evidence from the church servers?”


  “Like what?”


  Now her eyes burned into his as she met his gaze. “His Legacy Project. And the child brides.”


  He nodded. “There was some stuff that looked innocent, but when you know the details behind it, it fits into the puzzle.”


  “I want to see all of that, too.”


  “I’ll show you everything I have, tell you everything I know.”


  Finally, she sat back in her chair, her left hand resting on the table and her right still not visible. “I’m going to kill Hannibal myself,” she said. “If me going in to join them means they will take that away from me, then I’m not going in. I don’t care what I have to do. Will that be a problem?”


  “Nope. As long as you promise me one thing.”


  “Depends on what it is.”


  “You let me help you. I mean, you let me help you there. I want to see him die. I’m convinced he murdered my parents, or ordered them murdered. Either way, he needs to pay.”


  She cocked her head as she stared at him. “Okay,” she eventually said. “Deal.” She grinned. “You realize that when he dies, I am legally the head of the church, right?”


  “Then I suggest we take out Jerald Arbeid first.”


  “Why?”


  “Because from what I saw in the stuff pulled from the church’s records, if you and Hannibal are both dead, he’s in charge. That’s an awfully big motivation for murder right there.”


  After slowly nodding, her right hand emerged from under the table. “Considering how complicit he’s been in Hannibal’s affairs for so long, I think that’s a wise move. Certainly not an unjust one.”


  “They’re both evil,” Ax said. “And I’m not someone who’s religious, either. So for me to toss that word around, you know they’re bad.”


  Her smile looked both sad and vengeful at the same time. “Son, you have no idea.”


  


  * * * *


  


  After finishing lunch they walked out to Ax’s car and sat there with the engine running and the heater going as he showed Kali all the evidence on his computer.


  Including what Hannibal the Animal had ordered done to the woman’s roommates here in Atlanta.


  Kali Enyo no more resembled Mary Silo than a great white shark resembled a rabbit.


  Mary Silo had suffered under Hannibal’s curse for years, detaching from life because she thought she had no choices.


  Now with her awakening complete, she wouldn’t stop until she’d finished the monster off with her own two hands.


  Kali sat back in the passenger seat and let all the information digest for a moment. “Be honest with me,” she said. “They’re not going to track you? Force me in?”


  “I’m sure Bubba will keep electronic tabs on me. Wouldn’t shock me if they put a tracking device on my car. But no, they don’t want to force you in. They know that it would not only strain their already limited resources, but it might endanger the whole mission. They’re focused on protecting the scientists and helping them in whatever ways they can to find a vaccine. They trust me, and I trust them. They could have easily tortured me, forced me to arrange a meeting with you, and then taken you in.” He showed her the gun he wore. “They wouldn’t have given me this if that was the case. The deal is I still work with them, help them, and they’ll help us as much as we ask for.”


  She had closed the lid of his laptop and it still rested in her lap. “I don’t know if Hannibal has a fail-safe or not. It wouldn’t shock me if Jerald does. But I suspect Jerald’s fail-safe would be one of information, not a virus dump. He has full and unfettered access to the church’s computer system and all the finances. He’s probably got secret accounts stashed all over the place that Hannibal doesn’t even know about.”


  She looked at him. “On the other hand, I know for a fact Hannibal has contacts who Jerald isn’t aware of. People who could do or have done…things.” She waved at the laptop. “Like those poor girls here in Atlanta. Mercenaries.”


  “Do you know who they are?”


  “No. I’ve heard him talk to them on burner phones before, but that wasn’t any information I could write down and take with me. Over the years, Hannibal has given Jerald far more leeway and access than any other assistant ever had before him. I was sort of surprised by that, actually. Usually Hannibal replaces them before they become too invaluable to get rid of.”


  “Well, that news is good and bad, I guess. About the fail-safe.”


  “I know Hannibal doesn’t want to catch Kite. I would expect him not to set up virus distribution in places where it would affect him personally. Like St. Louis. That’s his headquarters.”


  “Yeah, that makes sense. Why did he choose there, of all places?”


  “Location. It’s close to the Mississippi river, it’s centrally located in the country, and it had a mix of technology available for his broadcasting and network requirements, as well as a population base large enough to help support a church. Houston was because of several large donors in the area. He was money laundering.”


  “You have proof?”


  She reached up and touched her left ear. “Just these. Not sure how much weight a court would give my testimony considering how drugged up he kept me much of the time.”


  “Well, he won’t make it to trial, so that’s irrelevant.” The boy smiled, making her heart ache.


  The son she could never have.


  The one thing she’d always dreamed of.


  One of the first things Hannibal made sure to deny her, forcing her to have her tubes tied.


  “True.” She settled back in her seat and returned the laptop to him before buckling her seat belt. “Well, let’s go home.”


  He turned and set the computer on the back seat. “You believe me?”


  “Son, at any time in this process you could have betrayed me to Hannibal for the reward, or betrayed me to your Drunk Monkeys for them to come grab me. I’m sure you knew I was in Atlanta before I even told you, didn’t you?”


  He blushed. “Yeah. Sorry, Mom.”


  “No, don’t apologize. You’re good at what you do, thank goodness. At some point, I have to trust and believe something. I can’t second-guess everything or everyone. Logic tells me I would already be in custody by now if you were going to betray me.” She reached over and patted him on the thigh in a motherly way. “Now, let’s go home and start planning.”


  “Planning?”


  She smiled. “Yes. I think I know what we should give ourselves for Christmas.”


  “What?”


  “Hannibal’s testicles roasting over an open fire.”


  He laughed, but then his smile faded. “You’re not kidding.”


  “No, I’m not. I haven’t wasted a single moment of my freedom up to this point. I guarantee you I’m not only in far better physical condition than Hannibal is right now, but mentally I’m a lot better off.”


  “Do you mind me asking how?”


  “Not at all. People with nothing left to lose are completely unpredictable and extremely dangerous under the right circumstances. I have nothing left to lose. Hannibal does. Hannibal has everything left to lose. When we take him out, he won’t be expecting me to kill him, because he can’t conceive of any universe or situation in which I could get the better of him. He’s still probably thinking that I’m helpless and under someone else’s control, even though by now he’s likely guessed that I weaned myself off the drugs.”


  “Dr. Isley’s dead,” Ax flatly said. “Supposed suicide. Drank a cocktail laced with Ketamine before shooting himself up with po-clo.”


  “Heh. I know. I read about it. I sincerely doubt it was a suicide. Most likely Jerald did it. Or they hired it out because Isley was a loose end. I know he had something to do with what happened in LA. I remember hearing them discussing him traveling there multiple times, and having him recruit research team members for it.”


  Ax buckled his seat belt. “Why did Isley help your husband for all these years?”


  “The same reason most everyone who isn’t getting paid by Hannibal ‘helps’ him. Hannibal had a whole lot of incriminating dirt on the man.” She looked at Ax. “The only reason Jerald has helped him for so long is the money and power he wields because of it. Hannibal’s hubris and narcissism plays to our advantage now. He’ll never see us coming.”


  Chapter Four


  


  “Dr. Gaebel, can you please review this chart for me?”


  Leta didn’t even open her eyes as she held out her hand, palm up. She thought it was Karen, a nurse of over twenty-five years at the hospital, and a damned fine one, too.


  But at this point Leta was so exhausted, she couldn’t be sure.


  The nurse put a tablet in Leta’s hand and closed her fingers around it. That’s when Leta finally opened her eyes and lifted her head from the desk at the nurse’s station, where she’d been sitting and trying to grab a few minutes of sleep. In her sleep, her surgical mask had slid down to her chin. Instead of pulling it up, she pulled it down around her neck, out of her way.


  “What am I looking at?” Leta mumbled.


  Yep, it was Karen, who was wearing her mask over her nose and mouth. “Blood work results on the patient in 502A. Congestive heart failure. Do we need to adjust her meds?”


  Leta sat up and sat back in the chair, squinting, opening her eyes wide, then ultimately squinting again until her addled brain could start to recognize…things.


  Karen tugged her face mask down. “Would you like me to get you a cup of coffee, honey?”


  “Oh my god, I’ll marry you and have your babies if you would, please, yes.”


  Karen smiled. “A thank-you and instructions for that patient will suffice. I’ll be right back. We just made a fresh pot.” She walked away as Leta took a deep breath and once again tried to make sense of what she was looking at on the tablet.


  By the time the nurse returned with a steaming cup of coffee, Leta had managed to compare the patient’s last three blood work results to the current one, along with her vitals, and review all her meds.


  “Let’s keep her at her current levels unless her condition deteriorates,” Leta said. “Her regular cardiologist isn’t in today, and his on-call didn’t leave any emergency instructions for her. I don’t have all the details of her history. I really don’t want to change stuff without a good reason just to mess around.”


  Leta traded her the tablet for the cup of light brown and perfectly sweetened hot braining juice.


  “How much sleep have you gotten?” Karen asked. “You were here most of yesterday, weren’t you?”


  “Counting my nap just then?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Uh, maybe ten minutes in the past two or three days? I lost count somewhere.”


  The nurse arched an eyebrow at her. “Okay. I know I technically don’t overrule you, because you’re an MD, but I’m overruling you and playing the ‘I’m older than you’ card.”


  Karen stepped into the room behind the nursing station, where Leta had stashed her bag earlier when she didn’t have time to make it to the locker room, brought it out, handed it to her, and caught Leta’s elbow, pulling her up from the chair.


  “Come on.”


  “Where are we going?” Leta shouldered her bag.


  “I’m banishing you from the floor for an hour. Go down to three. The research department is empty today, and they have that damned comfy couch in their lobby. I’ll come get you in an hour, I promise. It’s almost nine. I’ll wake you up at ten.”


  They stopped in front of the elevators and Karen pushed the button.


  Leta stared at her over the edge of her cup of coffee. “I don’ wanna.” She pouted.


  Karen laughed. “Uh, I got three older than you. That ain’t gonna work with me, Doc.” The elevator door opened, and Karen herded Leta inside. “One hour.” Her expression gentled. “Please, we’ve had six doctors quit this month already,” she softly said. “We can’t lose any more than we already have.”


  Leta pondered that as the door slid shut. She hit the button for three and slurped at her coffee, which reminded her she hadn’t remembered to pull her face mask back into position.


  Fuck it.


  They didn’t have any Kite infections in the hospital. And if they ever did get any, they’d have bigger worries than face masks.


  Yes, she’d heard rumblings about doctors quitting, but as a third-year resident who’d almost finished her time, she kept her head down and her mouth and nose out of hospital gossip and politics. She’d heard several of the hospital’s most senior specialists, in areas such as neurology and oncology, had resigned and boogied to parts unknown as the Kite crises worsened.


  She couldn’t and wouldn’t blame them. They had families to worry about, and the means to escape to a less-populated area.


  Like maybe the middle of Montana.


  They were only human, mere mortals. Entitled to protect their families. The public tended to think doctors comprised some super-human, altruistic race of people who put everyone else’s needs before their own. Sometimes they were better than average, but they were still just human. No one wanted to see their family ripped apart by something as vile and unstoppable and damned scary as Kite.


  Fortunately, they hadn’t seen a single case of it yet in south Florida, east or west coast.


  Leta wasn’t so sure if a case of it cropped up there at their front door in Ft. Myers that she might not be gassing up her SUV and boogying down the road herself.


  She couldn’t help people if she was dead. Not that she’d turn her back on patients, but she wasn’t there to commit suicide. Would she risk her life to help someone? Yes, in many cases, she would.


  But not in a situation that was unwinnable.


  In fact, she’d stopped reading the daily CDC updates a couple of months ago because they depressed the hell out of her. The only hope she had was that they would find a vaccine soon, and she knew the hospital administrator would immediately announce it if they did.


  Barstow. Los Angeles. Most of the Asian continent.


  Gone.


  Events she never dreamed would happen in her lifetime. Hell, the flu epidemics hadn’t been this scary. At least with the flu you knew you had pretty damned good odds of beating it.


  This was one of the reasons she’d shied away from joining the military, because she was in no hurry to hasten her own demise. She’d lost her parents to the military.


  They wouldn’t get her. If that made her a coward then she’d own it.


  Leta walked down the deserted hallway until she reached the research department. Yes, it was empty, and most of the lights were off, but in the lobby area a single lamp softly glowed in the far corner.


  Swiping her hospital ID opened the door for her. Since she was a senior resident MD on staff, there were very few areas in the hospital her ID badge wouldn’t grant her access.


  The comfy sofa lay on the other side of a chest-high room divider just inside and to the left of the door, one that had once been a check-in counter before the offices had been converted for use as research. The fake ficus tree on the end of the couch closest to the divider also helped shade the couch from light filtering in from the hallway through the window in the door.


  The research team had set the lobby up that way because it wasn’t uncommon for members working overnight and waiting on test results to use the couch for napping. And they didn’t begrudge others using it that way, either, as long as they weren’t there working.


  Today, she’d have the comfy couch all to herself.


  Walking around the end of the divider and over to the couch, she set her cup down on an end table, dropped her bag to the floor, and then collapsed onto the couch, almost immediately falling asleep.


  


  * * * *


  


  Uncle and Zed both had tablets. Once Uncle had parked the car on the outskirts of the public parking lot and checked his tablet, he looked at Zed. “Ready?”


  “I guess I won’t get any readier. You still feeling weird?”


  Uncle stared at the hospital entrance. “Not sure.”


  “Is this a ‘we’re about to get our asses shot at’ kind of weird? Or just a general ‘this doesn’t feel right’ kind of weird?”


  “Don’t know yet.”


  And he didn’t. He’d felt unsettled ever since awaking from his nap before they left. “Don’t think it’s a ‘shot at’ kind of weird.”


  “Don’t like stealing from a hospital?” Zed asked.


  “Maybe.” Lord knew he’d spent his fair share of time in a hospital with his mom before brain cancer finally took her. He’d just entered the military when he’d received word from her doctors. They’d given him a compassionate leave and delayed his basic training.


  She died eight weeks after the diagnosis, and he’d spent pretty much every day and night there in her room, at her side, going home only to take a shower and check the mail.


  No, hospitals were not his favorite places in the world. Still, it felt weird and wrong, mission or not, to actually be stealing from one. Almost like stealing food from an orphanage.


  Bubba assured them the facility wasn’t doing Kite research, so it wasn’t like they were stealing from the potential vaccine finder. The lab here wasn’t authorized for that kind of virology research. They were focused on non-communicable types of research, but still used many of the same supplies.


  Supplies their team needed to continue their work. Work that would, hopefully, save the human race.


  Uncle took a deep breath, pulled up his surgical mask, and reached for the door handle. “Let’s roll.”


  Neither man was a stranger to memorizing a building’s layout. This was what they did for a living, to keep them alive. So they knew they’d be going to the third floor. With the holidays, hopefully it would be empty.


  If not, in the messenger bag slung over Zed’s shoulder were two dozen sets of plastic heavy-duty zip-ties and a roll of duct tape. They’d tie the people up and leave them there, making their escape. They had a spare license plate in the car and would swap out the one on the back after leaving the premises, just in case.


  The guard at the front desk looked up at them and simply nodded, going back to reading his tablet when he spotted them looking like two doctors coming in for the morning.


  Adrenaline buzzed through Uncle’s veins as he and Zed walked to the elevator bank and hit the button.


  They didn’t speak, both of them pretending to be focused on their tablets while they kept an eye out.


  The elevator in front of them slid open, empty, and they stepped in, immediately turning. Uncle reached out and hit the button for three.


  They still didn’t speak. They didn’t know if the security system here had audio on the feeds in the elevators or not, and they didn’t want to risk it.


  As the elevator slowed and stopped at three, Uncle took a breath and waited for the doors to slide open.


  So far, so good.


  Sometimes it bothered him when a mission went too slick, too easy. They were trained to anticipate, adapt, improvise, overcome anything thrown at them.


  When there was nothing to overcome, simply a plan playing out as intended, it could be…disconcerting.


  That’s probably why I’m on edge.


  In the face of danger they had to relax, stay loose, able to immediately change course or tactics. Anticipation was the worst, though.


  I’m sure we’ll get back and laugh about how wigged out I am and relax over dinner.


  Papa had ordered they would have a Thanksgiving dinner, all of them. The first and only holiday they’d actually celebrated since TMFU and their deployment on this mission. They would eat in two shifts so they always had watches on duty. The Atlanta team had been ordered to as well, even though the scientists insisted they would still keep working.


  There was no one in the hallway in this wing to even look at them as they passed. All patient rooms on this floor were in the other direction. Nothing but the research department and some other specialist offices down here.


  On Thanksgiving Day, all of them lay blessedly empty.


  As they walked they pulled on nitrile gloves. They found the door to the research department exactly where it should be. Exchanging a glance, Uncle swiped his ID and held his breath until the green light lit up and a beep chirruped from the lock pad.


  “Let’s do it,” Zed muttered as he reached down and opened the door.


  


  * * * *


  


  Leta was far from a stranger to sleeping in a hospital. Assorted beeps and chirps and buzzers and bells rarely awakened her, unless it was the distinctive blare of a cardiac arrest being alerted and a code blue getting called.


  So when she heard the chirp it didn’t really register in her brain except as part of the hazy dream she was currently having, of two hunky doctors entering the research offices.


  That dream took off into a life of its own. She was no prude by any stretch of the imagination, and she certainly hadn’t been a virgin before she met Gary. In med school, there’d been some pretty wild nights, even really crazy-good nights with a set of horny twin brothers who’d rocked her damn world sideways and back.


  One of the reasons her Kindle was full of such stories, because it reminded her of better days.


  Days when she wasn’t filled with self-doubt and second-guessing every decision she’d ever made.


  Untroubled sleep was a thing of the past for her, and had been ever since she’d set her feet on the path to med school. She’d always heard doctors were in short supply and made decent money. The recession/depression/financial disaster-proof profession. One of the things everyone would need more of regardless of the state of the country.


  One way she could protect herself for the future from whatever might happen.


  Yeah, helping people—okay, fine.


  She wasn’t going to lie and say that was the only reason she’d chosen medicine, though. Hell, she couldn’t even decide on a specialty yet.


  If Kite wiped out the world, maybe being a doctor was the last thing she wanted to be.


  Especially when there wasn’t a damned thing she could do for the poor people, except watch them die or help speed them along with a shot of po-clo. Truth be told, she felt pretty damned useless a lot of the time. People expected doctors to fix everything, and they couldn’t.


  They couldn’t even fix some of the things, the worst things.


  Is this what hitting bottom feels like?


  Maybe. Maybe she’d hit her midlife crisis at twenty-nine. Nearly thirty, and the roadmap ahead of her wasn’t a blank slate, but a black void.


  Eventually, her dreams morphed into nightmares of the world ending and she was the only one left uninfected, unable to stop people from dying, helpless against the nameless mobs of Kite-infected, so she’d hid until she was the only one left.


  Not the first time this nightmare had raked through her sleep.


  When Leta’s eyes snapped open, she immediately knew it wasn’t a code blue that had awakened her, more like an…awareness.


  Something wasn’t right.


  In the bowels of the research department, she heard someone moving around.


  And she was supposed to be the only one in there.


  Now wide awake, she sat up. Through the receptionist’s window, she spotted a flashlight’s beam occasionally bouncing off the ceiling, like someone was in the back, in the storeroom area.


  Okay, that’s farking weird.


  All sleep had vanished from her system.


  Again.


  Standing, she got up and walked into the back. Sure enough, through the open storeroom doorway, she spotted two men hefting backpacks and getting ready to leave.


  Looking around, she found the light switch.


  I don’t know what’s going on, but this damn sure ain’t legit.


  She switched on the lights and turned to confront the two men.


  


  * * * *


  


  Zed silently led the way through the research department’s lobby into the back area, using a small LED flashlight to guide them so they didn’t have to turn on lights. They quickly located the department’s storeroom and once in there the hunt began. Both men pulled down their surgical masks so they could more easily whisper back and forth.


  After twenty minutes of searching, they’d finally located the culture medium they needed on the shelves and took two of the three boxes, opening the third box and removing half the contents.


  From his messenger bag, Zed produced two empty backpacks. They sliced the boxes open and started carefully transferring the contents into the backpacks. Five minutes later, they were done.


  Uncle sliced the packing tape on the bottom of the two empty boxes and collapsed them flat, folding them so they’d fit inside Zed’s messenger bag. They would dispose of them elsewhere.


  Breathing a sigh of relief, Zed turned and offered up a fist to Uncle, who bumped with him before turning.


  That’s when their plan unraveled as the lights snapped on and a woman doctor stood there, blocking their exit.


  “What’s going on? Who are you, and what are you doing in here?”


  Chapter Five


  


  Reverend Hannibal Silo, founder and leader of the Church of the Rising Sunset, was celebrating Thanksgiving Thursday at his church’s Vermont stronghold.


  And not just because he wanted to personally mingle with the residents there, either.


  Against Jerald’s most strenuous recommendations, Silo had left him behind in St. Louis, at the stronghold there, which had become their new church headquarters. Silo had a suspicion his right-hand man was meddling behind the scenes, filtering the information Silo received.


  Silo also suspected Jerald might be monitoring his calls. Maybe even had video and audio surveillance in his office and quarters.


  Wouldn’t put it past the guy. It was, after all, what he’d do if he could get away with it.


  Lord knows he’d tried, but the equipment he’d secretly had installed in Jerald’s office had stopped working less than a week after he’d had it put in.


  Silo hadn’t tried again, and Jerald never mentioned it, so Silo wrote it off as not worth the effort.


  So Silo wanted to be here, in Vermont, where he could get out and around without Jerald literally looking over his shoulder.


  Where he had a couple of burner phones stashed in his private quarters. Burner phones he’d purchased and left there, phones which Jerald knew nothing about.


  Silo had a couple of contacts he wanted to touch base with, people whose existence he’d purposefully never revealed to Jerald. That morning immediately after his arrival, Silo had gone downstairs to the compound’s outside commons area and used one of his burner phones to arrange a meeting with one of those contacts.


  One he rarely used, but to whom he’d paid hefty “consultant fees” for their services rendered, when needed.


  Now, he needed those services once more. He wanted the research lab at the Atlanta CDC taken down.


  Permanently.


  The government could not be allowed to get their hands on a Kite vaccine before his own scientists. Making it look like some sort of religious insurgent attack would help turn people toward his faith—and his church—as well as muddy the public relations waters so Silo could put his lab ahead of the bell curve in terms of coming up with a vaccine first.


  He was rapidly losing every single damn advantage he had if he wanted any chance of ever being elected President.


  The damn President herself had even gone off the reservation, now firmly under the control and protection of General Joseph Arliss, who’d managed to outmaneuver all their plans thus far.


  After lunch, Silo took one of the church’s cars and left the compound without checking in with security. This compound wasn’t locked down—yet.


  Whether or not Jerald would know about his movements remained to be seen. He didn’t care after the fact. Not like Jerald would be able to discover who he’d talked to.


  The small town near the compound had a couple of restaurants. Silo had arranged to meet the man at one of them. Silo wore a hat and coat that masked his appearance somewhat and helped keep him from drawing undue attention to himself.


  When the man slid into the other side of the booth right on time, he smiled at Silo.


  “Imagine meeting you here,” his contact said.


  Silo leaned in. “Cut the crap,” he whispered. “I have a big job for you.”


  “I figured it had to be. Arliss pretty much put your face on a dartboard all over DC. What the hell you been doing to piss him off?”


  The man sitting across from Silo, Darwin Goldfinch, was a high-ranking CIA official in charge of field operations all over the world and a master in dirty tricks himself. With no dirt on the man, Silo’s only hold over him was giving him hefty payments in cash when Silo needed his assistance.


  “That’s backward,” Silo said. “It’s what he’s been doing to piss me off.”


  The man’s smile faded. “I’m not hooked into his food chain. Unfortunately, I can’t get hooked in, either. He’s locked stuff down so tight there’s not a hope of sliding past him. It’d literally be suicide. I know of at least four people who’ve simply ‘disappeared’ in the last few weeks after crossing him, people I know were in some way beholden to you, and there’s not a damn thing being said or done about it. He’s untouchable.”


  “I don’t need into his food chain. I need a trustworthy team beyond the reach of his influence. The best money can buy.”


  “Guns?”


  “And then some.”


  Goldfinch leaned back and rubbed at his chin. “How many we talking? And I need an idea of what the objective is before I can hire it out.”


  “Atlanta. The CDC research lab there.”


  Goldfinch frowned and leaned in again after scanning the room. His voice dropped to barely a whisper. “To do what, exactly? That’s where they’re running the primary Kite virus research out of. There’s a damn SOTIF team protecting that place. Reliable rumors have it as more than one SOTIF team.”


  Silo inwardly swore. “Which ones?”


  “How do I know which ones? Does it really matter? They’re fucking SOTIF. I can tell you right now I’m not likely to find anyone who will willingly go up against that shit. Not anyone who speaks good enough English to know who they’re going up against, at least, who will be worth a shit. Most of my reliable overseas contacts are either dead or missing.”


  Reining in his anger, Silo clenched his fists in his lap under the table. “You have to be able to find someone. Price is no object. Literally.”


  “Last time I had to hire you someone, it was a million. Something this size, you’re looking at five million, at least. If not way more. You get the kind of help you pay for.”


  “You can have ten if it gets me what I want. More, if need be.”


  The man studied Silo for a moment. “What, exactly, is it that you want to accomplish with this?”


  “I want the team to walk into Atlanta, find the scientists and samples, acquire both, and safely transport them all to the lab at my St. Louis compound. And I want them to continue guarding them—extra pay, of course—there in the St. Louis lab, in secret, until the scientists have a Kite vaccine ready to go.”


  Silo leaned back, smiling. “Of course, they will be guaranteed first crack at a vaccine, free, as a bonus for their services. And any family they might have.”


  Silo could tell from the look on the man’s face that he was still trying to process what Silo had just proposed.


  “You’re fucking insane,” Goldfinch whispered. “Absolutely, certifiably, bugnuts crazy. Why? Why do you want to do that and set back the research process?”


  “I won’t be setting it back. I’ll be putting it under my control. Because when have you ever known the government to do what’s best for the people, hmm? I think Arliss won’t release the vaccine to the public like he says they will. Perhaps they even have one already and are hiding that fact until they get the elite government echelon vaccinated first. Perhaps they’re actually releasing the data on a delay, hoping the virus burns itself out in other countries and kills as many as possible. A literal cleansing, courtesy of Kite. I think they’ll make sure government wonks and military get it, perhaps medical professionals, and then delay distributing it to other countries unless they bid highly enough for it.”


  “You don’t really believe that…do you?”


  Silo sensed the slightest bit of doubt in the man’s voice and expression and pressed the advantage. “You’ve been part of the government machine for over thirty years now. You know how dirty tricks work from the inside out. What, you think our government isn’t above allowing an apocalypse to do its dirty work for them? China was our closest economic competitor and it’s practically dark there now, according to my sources. India and Pakistan are already written off, as are other countries in the Indo-China region. With the right operatives, US military interests will be able to take over the world’s weapons stockpiles and basically control everything. Name the last military coup that worked out well for the average citizen.”


  Goldfinch settled back again and studied Silo for a long, quiet moment. “Is that why Arliss has such a hard-on for you? You’re trying to ‘protect the flock’ from his secular flavor of evil?” He used air quotes around the phrase.


  Silo shrugged. “I know my wife had help leaving. She disappears, and then Arliss appears on TV with the President, basically telling people to stop contributing to my church when he knows we have a lab trying to work on a vaccine, too? You said it yourself—he’s got a hard-on for me. Why? You don’t find that extremely suspicious? All I’m guilty of is trying to find a vaccine to keep people from dying.”


  Goldfinch’s gaze narrowed. “Bullshit. I personally know some of what you’re guilty of. I’m sure there’s a hell of a lot more I don’t know about.”


  Silo let out a melodramatic sigh. “The dead can’t tithe, Goldfinch. This time, yes, the greater good happens to perfectly align with my own desires. I won’t complain about or apologize for that.” Silo knew if he finessed this the right way, he had a chance.


  A slight chance, but he’d take it.


  Because it was likely his last good chance.


  The waitress came and took their drink and meal orders. Since they were open on the holiday, their menu was limited to turkey or roast beef with the holiday trimmings. Silo hadn’t eaten much at lunch, wanting to make it look, as per Jerald’s recommendations, that he wasn’t in good health.


  So now, of course, he was fucking starving.


  When the waitress left, Silo leaned in again, having been watching the wheels turning behind the other man’s eyes. “You know I’m right about this,” Silo said, wanting to securely set the hook in this fish. “How many dirty tricks have you personally been responsible for over the years, again?”


  He met Silo’s gaze. “Ten million dollars, huh?”


  Yes! Silo slowly nodded. “Absolutely.”


  Goldfinch leaned forward once more. “What’s your angle? Honestly?”


  “My angle is that I had a huge world-wide flock. A cushy existence? Yeah. So sue me. Arliss is likely trying for some sort of silent military coup under the guise of FEMA executive orders from the President due to the emergency. I need to be able to have a church left to help counteract his plans. And, quite honestly, about all I have left are the US, Canada, some of Western Europe, and Australia. The rest of the world is gone. Along with close to fifty percent of our annual income. We get over seventy-five percent of our donations from the lower ninety-five percent of the world’s population in terms of income. The poor. The wretched. The ones Arliss will likely see exterminated first. Where does that leave my church’s finances? In the shitter.”


  Goldfinch arched an eyebrow at him. “So not completely altruistic reasons.”


  “Mostly, and between you and me I won’t deny my other motives. I don’t want the world to die. For crying out loud, I live here, too. Frankly, I enjoy the level of comfort I’ve been living and would like to see that continue. But I also don’t want the world to devolve into some militaristic society where God has no place, either. I won’t apologize for the fact that my desires and what’s best for the world as a whole are in perfect alignment.”


  After a long moment, the guy slowly nodded. “Can’t say I’m singing your spiritual song, but I have to admit, that makes sense. It would certainly explain a lot of things I’ve been seeing. Been wondering what was going on, but keep in mind I absolutely cannot raise any red flags by drawing attention to myself.” He met Silo’s gaze. “I won’t promise you anything, but I’ll see what I can do.”


  Silo smiled. “That’s all I can ask, son.”


  


  * * * *


  


  After their meal, Silo returned to the compound and sequestered himself in his quarters. He’d never admit it to anyone else, but without Mary’s silent presence, he felt…well, a little lonely.


  He resisted the urge to look up the girl he’d selected to be his bride at that compound. He already knew she and her mother and younger sister were in residence, the mother now employed in the dining room, making more money than she did before.


  No good would come of going down that path at this time. It would simply raise a lot of red flags and bring more unwanted attention upon him.


  As he stood at the windows in his private residence and stared down at the courtyard area below, he thought about ignoring his ringing cell phone—Jerald, again—but decided to answer it.


  “Yes?”


  Jerald sounded a little wary. “Is everything going all right, sir?”


  Silo didn’t even know why they were still going through the pleasantries. He knew he was locked in a silent war with Jerald. He suspected the man had murdered Dr. Isley, the psychiatrist who’d kept Mary heavily medicated for decades, and a man who knew the truth about what had been going on at the LA Preachsearch Project clinic because Isley had helped set it up.


  Silo had no proof of Jerald murdering Isley, especially since it’d been ruled a suicide by the police, but Silo wouldn’t doubt his intuition in this instance.


  “Everything’s fine. Why?”


  “You didn’t answer the phone when I called earlier.”


  “I didn’t want to. What do you need?”


  That seemed to put Jerald off his game. The man hesitated. “How does everything appear there, sir?”


  “It would seem to be fine. The manager has been very nice and hasn’t reported any issues. Have you re-established contact with California yet?”


  “No. My sources tell me it might be a while.”


  Dammit. That was something else he’d meant to ask Goldfinch about at their meeting, if the man could look into that situation and see if Jerald was being completely honest with him.


  He suspected Jerald wasn’t.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Make sure to keep me posted,” Silo said.


  “Of course.” Jerald knew he absolutely had to keep any knowledge about what really happened in California—and at the Houston lab—secret from Hannibal. Jerald couldn’t be entirely sure Hannibal wasn’t in contact with someone Jerald didn’t know about.


  With Silo alone outside the St. Louis stronghold, Jerald couldn’t keep close tabs on him. Jerald never had surveillance installed at the other strongholds, mostly because he hadn’t had time, and had never anticipated events spiraling out of control like they currently were.


  Never anticipated Hannibal going completely batcrap crazy.


  What he didn’t like was how the man sounded—happy. Hannibal had not sounded or acted happy since Mary had escaped.


  The only thing Jerald could think of that might make Hannibal happy was the man setting another secret plan in motion.


  Actually, the only thing, other than finding Mary Silo and bringing her in, but Silo would have alerted Jerald about that so he could update the media and law enforcement.


  And start arranging her funeral.


  “Are you still planning on returning on Monday?” Jerald asked him.


  “Yes, after the morning sermon. Are the crews ready to film it?”


  “They will be, sir.” Jerald also hated like hell that the man would be out of direct contact for that many days.


  Note to self, get surveillance installed at the other compounds.


  Well, except California.


  “Good. Keep me posted of any changes.”


  Then, Silo hung up.


  Jerald stared at his phone. “Asshole,” he muttered.


  He knew he needed to put his own operatives into place to try to locate Mary Silo, outside of Hannibal finding out.


  Then he could kill Hannibal, bring Mary in, and take her out.


  Or find a damned doctor who could drug her out of her mind for real and use her as a puppet controller until the heat died down about Hannibal kicking the bucket.


  Leaning back in his chair, Jerald pondered his options. He’d spent too much time trying to protect and insulate himself, setting things up so that he had a safety net and fake IDs ready so he could disappear any time he chose.


  Except Mary Silo disappeared out of the blue.


  Except Barstow.


  Those were things he’d not prepared for, things he never could have foreseen. No idiot, Jerald knew if he left at this time and Hannibal was still alive, Hannibal would bury him and point every finger and then some right at him. Once again playing the victim and martyr and wronged party.


  It was kind of his schtick, an act Jerald had helped him perfect.


  Dammit.


  Now, he was stuck. Unless Kite came calling, which would make anything Hannibal tried to pin on him the least of the police’s worries and allow him a way to escape unnoticed.


  No, Hannibal had to die. All Jerald had to do now was locate Mary Silo so he could rid himself—and the world—of the narcissistic preacher for good.


  Chapter Six


  


  That must have been the beep in my dreams.


  The two men appeared shocked to see her standing there. Fair enough, because it sure as hell looked like she’d interrupted something hinky going on.


  “I asked what you’re—” Her jaw snapped shut on a terrified squeak as they both produced guns and swiftly moved forward, pulling her deeper into the research department offices and out of view of the windows in the lobby area.


  “Shh!” That man had gorgeous green eyes and short, straight brown hair with the barest traces of grey visible.


  “Where did you come from?” the other man asked. “I didn’t hear the door open.” He had curly brown hair a different shade than the first man’s, and brown eyes with flecks of amber in them.


  “Where’d—listen, what are you doing in here?”


  “I knew something would happen,” Green Eyes said. “Just knew it.”


  “Look, I was taking my first damn nap in too farking long on the couch in there and I heard you two rummaging around in here. Thanks for waking me up, assholes.” She got a better look at the backpacks. “Are you stealing?”


  Okay, maybe she should be waaay more scared than she was, but she was exhausted and had been rudely bumped out of her first halfway decent attempt at sleep in…days.


  “Let’s tie her up and go,” Brown Eyes said.


  She crossed her arms over her chest. “If you’re going to tie me up, there damn well better be orgasms involved. I don’t put on handcuffs for just anyone, you know.”


  Fuck, she could not control her mouth right now. That was likely due to her sleep-deprived state. What little filter on her snark she usually had totally dissolved when she was completely focused on trying to stay vertical.


  Didn’t help that the two guys were pretty hunky. Damn sure hunkier than Gary, even without any beer in her.


  Then again, she was dangerously sleep-deprived.


  Wonder how they are with their tongues?


  The men stared at each other in shock before turning back to her. “Listen, lady,” Green Eyes said. “We don’t want to hurt you or anyone else. We just need—”


  “There aren’t any narcotics in this storeroom.” She wasn’t an expert on every employee in the hospital by any stretch, but she damn sure would have noticed if she’d seen either of these two guys before. They were hunks. “I know, because I did a couple of turns through here in first-year. What the hell are you taking from here?”


  Maybe if she could just keep them talking long enough to get her brain to slip out of neutral and into a better gear that would allow her to, oh, escape.


  Behind them, she heard the lobby door beep just before it opened.


  Karen. “Leta, I know I said—Leta? Where are you?”


  Not even thinking, she held up a warning finger to her lips to the two men and turned, racing out to the lobby to stop Karen before she could walk in any farther. “Sorry, was using their bathroom. What’s up?”


  The nurse wore an odd expression. “You okay?”


  “Yeah, just startled out of a dream by having to pee.” She forced a laugh. “What’s wrong?”


  Karen held a tablet in one hand and still eyed her suspiciously. “509B just threw some unusual EKG readings I needed you to take a look at before I call for a cardiology consult.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Honestly? Uncle was still trying to process the shock of the sight of the woman standing there, followed by her handcuffs and orgasm comment, to even think about grabbing her when she turned and slipped away.


  “Dammit!” Zed whispered but Uncle reached out and snagged his backpack, hauling him back with a stern shake of his head.


  She’d given them a signal to stay quiet. Maybe she wasn’t thinking straight due to being startled out of sleep, but slipping out of there without tying up one, much less two people in the process, would be far preferable.


  If she was going to give them up to this other person, she would have let out a yell for them to run, or call security, or something.


  Unfortunately, the two women stood between them and the only viable exit out of that department. The fire exit door at the back of the research department was armed with a warning alarm that would go off if they used it.


  Not exactly the stealthiest of retreats.


  Uncle waved Zed behind him and eased forward, the gun still in his hand but now held down and against his thigh, out of sight. He took a deep breath and stepped into the doorway, because it was the only way he was going to hear what was going on.


  The other woman, likely a nurse from her scrubs, startled when she saw him. “Who are you?”


  The first woman, whom he now assumed to be a doctor, didn’t even look up from the tablet she was perusing. “He’s a friend. I’m afraid we were a little…busy when you showed up.”


  “Busy?”


  “Yeah. You know—”


  “Both of them?”


  Now the first woman glanced up at her, then at the doorway. Zed had stepped into view behind him.


  Her face didn’t even turn pink. But even more impressively, she didn’t miss a beat. “Yeah, my damn boyfriend dumped me last night, okay? That’s why I showed up way early last night. I’m moved out. All my shit’s in my car. I called them after you banished me to here, and they asked if I wanted a little…comfort. So sue me, I decided to get my Thanksgiving freak on. They had a few free minutes to come do it and me.”


  She returned the tablet to the nurse. “Go ahead and page a cardiac consult. I don’t like the looks of that. He might be heading for an ablation, but I’m not going to make that call today when I don’t know his full history.”


  The older woman still stared at him and Zed. Uncle opted for a friendly approach. He waved with his left hand. “Hi.”


  The nurse’s eyebrow arched. “Getting your freak on, huh?”


  “You should have seen me with the twins in med school. Now, you promised me”—she looked at her watch—“an hour and it’s only been twenty minutes.”


  “Yeah, and I told you to sleep.” The older nurse snorted and slowly shook her head. “I’ll try to give you an extra hour.” She jabbed a finger in the men’s direction. “Let her get a damn nap, okay? She’s walking dead right now, and we’ll need her vertical and braining this weekend.”


  Amazingly enough, the nurse left.


  And Uncle realized his cock was hard and tenting the front of his scrub pants.


  The doctor turned and approached them. She crossed her arms over her chest again. “All right. Answers. Now.”


  “Twins, huh?” Zed asked.


  “Fuck,” Uncle muttered.


  She smirked, and for a second an image of her sweet lips wrapped around his cock flashed through Uncle’s mind, making his now stiff cock ache despite the way this mission had suddenly taken a strange hard left turn into…well, hard territory.


  “Dude, as hunky as the two of you are, I’ll gladly let you take me up on what I just said to her if I can get some fucking sleep out of the deal, and some damn answers as to what the hell you’re doing here.”


  Uncle opted for the truth. “We’re in charge of protecting a team of scientists who are literally days away from nailing down a Kite vaccine and they need this”—he pointed over his shoulder with his left hand at the backpack he wore—“and our sources told us this research lab had it. The manufacturer is out and backlogged on orders. Our research team can’t wait that long.”


  Her eyes widened. “No shit?”


  “No shit.”


  Her gaze narrowed. “I don’t believe you. Show me what you took.”


  “You first. Your boyfriend really broke up with you?”


  Now her face reddened. “Yeah. Hadn’t been much of a relationship for the last month anyway. Everything I own’s in my car. I’m already supposed to work this weekend. I figured I’d crash and shower here and then try to find a new place to live on Monday.”


  “You a doctor?”


  “Third-year resident. Almost done with my latest turn. Show. Me. Your. Fucking. Backpacks.”


  Uncle guessed her to be around five five, about eight inches shorter than his own six three. With, short black hair and light blue eyes, and her snarky attitude, she was really turning his crank.


  Damn, she’s feisty.


  Zed glared at him as Uncle holstered his gun and carefully unshouldered the backpack, unzipping it so she could look inside.


  She frowned as she looked back up at him with those amazing blue eyes of hers. “Those aren’t drugs. That’s accelerated culture media.”


  “Uh, yeah. Exactly.”


  She looked past him to Zed. “Show me.”


  Uncle turned and nodded to him.


  With an exasperated sigh, Zed holstered his gun, put down the messenger bag, and unshouldered his backpack. He unzipped it and showed her.


  She stared into it for a moment before looking up again. “Why should I believe you guys?”


  “Because,” Zed said, sounding more than a little irritated and impatient, “we’d be pretty damn stupid to go stealing something we don’t need that has about zero dollar value out on the street. ‘Hey, dude, come here. I have some pretty dope culture media to sell ya.’” He finished with a snort.


  Uncle was still trying to sort out the fact that his cock was hard and throbbing. “So…twins, huh?”


  


  * * * *


  


  I’m dreaming. That’s it, it’s just a really strange, weird dream.


  “I just saved your asses and you’re harping on that? Wow, can’t believe two hunks like you have a hard time getting laid.”


  “Kind of difficult in our line of work,” Green Eyes shot back.


  “What, you think you’re…” Her rapidly shutting down brain desperately searched for a comeback. “You think you’re those Drunk Monkeys or something?”


  Shockingly enough, both men grinned. “We are,” they said.


  Impasse.


  Standing there, all she could do was blink at them.


  Nada.


  Brown Eyes spoke up, his voice low and rushed. “No offense, but I don’t think we have the time to Roscoe her up. We leaving, or what?”


  “What the hell’s that mean? Roscoe me up?”


  Green Eyes held out a staying hand to his partner. “It’s one of our guys who manages to insert his foot into his mouth when it comes to women. So you’re single and homeless on Thanksgiving?”


  The tears stinging her eyes caught her off-guard. “Yeah, thanks for noticing.” She angrily wiped them away with her hands. “How am I supposed to believe you? I catch you guys breaking in here—how’d you get in here, anyway?” While their badges had obviously worked, they didn’t look quite right.


  Then she realized what it was. The hospital had switched to new badges at the first of last month. They all had green lettering on them, while the men’s badges had blue lettering from two versions ago, at least a year earlier.


  Now it was sinking in about their admission. These two men were part of the Drunk Monkeys team.


  Stopping Kite.


  Green Eyes was about to answer when she interrupted as a thought punctured through her exhaustion and made contact with a couple of brain cells. “Wait—days away from a Kite vaccine?”


  Her heart tripped, pounded, did a weird little rumba in her chest as her eyes focused on the fact that Green Eyes seemed to be sporting considerable wood in his scrub pants before she wrenched her gaze back up again.


  “Yeah,” he said. “Before the end of next month, at the very latest. They’ve nailed down the mutation protein chains. Now they’re just trying to get far enough ahead of the mutations to perfect a vaccine that will stop it no matter how it mutates.”


  “They, who?”


  “The scientists from The List.”


  “Fuck,” Brown Eyes said. “Let’s just take her with us if you’re going to tell her every goddamned thing.”


  “What?”


  Green Eyes smiled at her, and something inside her chest broke free. The rumba turned into an adrenaline-fueled free-for-all tap dance. “Uncle,” he said, holding out a hand.


  “You surrendering to me?” she asked as she shook with him.


  “No, that’s my code name. He’s Zed.”


  “Dr. Leta Gaebel. Third-year med resident. No officially designated specialty yet, much less a code name.”


  “Well, Dr. Gaebel. How’d you like to have Thanksgiving dinner with us, and then help us save the world?”


  “Can I have a nap first, followed by some orgasms?” Fuck, obviously she’d dropped into a dream. A hella weird one, but a hella good one if it featured these two hunks.


  That’s it, I’m dreaming. Her sleep-deprived brain and underappreciated libido were obviously conspiring to drive her insane. She would wake up to Karen shaking her anytime now. She was absolutely convinced that this was a dream, so why not go with it?


  Zed turned and started bumping his forehead against the wall. “Fuck. Me,” he muttered.


  Uncle stepped so close that she had to look up into his eyes. “You think you can handle the two of us?”


  She reached out and grabbed his cock through the front of his scrubs.


  Holy…fuck.


  Not only was he hung, well-hung, she was beginning to suspect this wasn’t a dream after all.


  She swallowed hard. “I’m not dreaming, am I?”


  He reached down and covered her hand with his, squeezing.


  Through the thin fabric of his scrub pants and the boxers he was wearing, not only was he well-hung, he was thick, too. “Life’s short, Dr. Gaebel. Want to grab some of it by the balls with us?”


  Zed turned back to them and realized what was going on. “Are you…fuck! Dude, what the hell?”


  She dropped her gaze to the front of his scrub pants.


  Fuck it.


  She reached out and grabbed him, too.


  His cock immediately hardened and swelled under her palm, a soft, deep moan escaping him.


  He was, she was happy to notice, as equally well-hung as his partner.


  And both of them more than put the twins in med school to shame.


  “Okay,” Zed hoarsely said. “So she’s coming with us. You drive her vehicle. And I don’t care if you want to sleep through it, lady, I’m fucking your brains out first thing when we get back to our base. You don’t grab the cocks of two guys who haven’t been laid in about two years and not expect for them to end up inside you at some point.”


  She met his brown gaze and smiled sweetly. “I’m good with that, too. In fact, Karen’s not coming back for over an hour. Scratch my itch now, and then I’ll make the call about whether or not I’m going with you, or just covering for your asses so you can get out of here safely.”


  Fuck it, her personal life was non-existent, she was horny, these guys were definitely hunky as well as horny, and why the hell couldn’t she get her freak on if she wanted?


  Happy Thanksgiving to me.


  The men exchanged a glance before Uncle turned back to her. “Challenge accepted,” he muttered before grabbing her by the back of her neck with his free hand and kissing her, hard.


  Chapter Seven


  


  Zed was convinced someone had shot them, killed them, and now his soul was living out some weird sort of fantasy afterlife sex dream.


  Did that mean he’d reached a heavenly reward?


  He hoped to hell so.


  This wasn’t supposed to be the plan, but damned if he was going to argue. She wanted to get fucked?


  Hell, he’d be happy to oblige her.


  He led the way back into the research area to one of the offices, which was unlocked. Opening the door, he switched on a desk lamp and was happy to see a small loveseat against the far wall.


  “Hot damn,” he said. He carefully set the backpack and messenger bag on the desk and started shucking his clothes as Uncle led her into the office and closed the door behind them.


  Uncle had once again grabbed her, this time with both arms, one hand cupped around the nape of her neck and the other arm around her waist. He was slowly grinding his hips against hers.


  “Tell us you got a five-year, lady,” Zed said, “because we ain’t packing.”


  She managed to hold up one hand and give him a thumbs-up, making him chuckle.


  She had a lot of spunk, that was for sure.


  When he was naked he got behind her and took her from Uncle, who put his backpack on the desk, too, before he started stripping.


  Zed turned her around and kissed her, not even caring how he moaned into her mouth. A little coffee breath, but he didn’t give a shit. She kissed like a dream and when her fingers wrapped around his throbbing cock he had to struggle not to start humping her hand.


  Once Uncle was naked, they got her stripped down to gorgeous bare flesh before they lifted and carried her over to the loveseat.


  Zed dropped to his knees in front of her, throwing her legs over his shoulders. “Glad to see you keep it trimmed short. I like to see what I’m eating.” He grabbed her by the hips and buried his face in her pussy.


  Her sudden moan was cut off by Uncle grabbing her head and pulling her mouth onto his cock. Actually, no pulling required, because her lips were open and she eagerly devoured the man’s cock down to the root.


  


  * * * *


  


  Leta honestly hadn’t expected them to take her up on her offer.


  She damn sure wasn’t going to turn them down, either.


  And when Zed’s mouth closed over her clit, it took him less than thirty seconds to send her into orbit with her first orgasm.


  Uncle’s hands cradled her head as she gobbled his meat, one of her hands twining through Zed’s hair, the other caressing Uncle’s sac.


  Fuck, yeah.


  Gary, who?


  Not that Gary wasn’t okay, because he was, but she never could get him to just grab her, throw her onto the bed, and fuck her brains out like this.


  This was…hell, this was like something out of bad porn or a really good book, and felt amazing.


  “You will be coming with us,” Uncle said, his voice sounding deep and needy and making her want to curl up in his arms forever. “We get done here, we’re all going downstairs together. You’ll come back with us, we’ll get you some lunch, and then you can fall asleep after we each bust a nut again. Because after two fucking years of our own hands, baby, trust me, we’re horny.”


  Okay, the way he was talking to her, she’d follow him to the ends of the earth on his say-so. She let out a soft mewling cry as Zed’s tongue started circling her clit, getting ready to send her to the moon again even as she was still coasting through the reverberating tingles of orgasm number one.


  “We know how to take care of a lady,” Uncle continued. “Tonight you’re going to be on your knees in our bed, cock at both ends, giving you as much as you can handle. And then we’ll fill you front and back, too, sandwich you between us with a cock up that nice, tight ass of yours while the other’s in your pussy. Bet you’ll like that, huh?”


  She closed her eyes as she mumbled her assent around his meat, orgasm number two closing in strong and fast at that hot mental image.


  Being DP’ed had been one of her favorite things with the twins. She’d never admitted it to Gary, why she’d loved it when he fucked her while she had a butt plug in.


  These two men would obviously be able to take it and her to a whole new and better level.


  Zed reached up and grabbed her breasts, finding and pinching her nipples. She was glad for Uncle’s cock in her mouth, muffling her scream of pleasure as the orgasm exploded out of her.


  Uncle simply slid his cock deeper into her throat, waiting her out with her nose pressed against his pubes as her world unhinged between her legs. Once he let her breathe again she realized overachiever Zed was already ahead of her and had started leading her clit and nervous system toward orgasm number three.


  Three!


  “Look at me, Leta,” Uncle said.


  She forced her eyes open and stared up into his green gaze. “He’s going to get you off a third time, then he’s going to fuck you, I’m going to fuck you, and we’ll get out of here. Understood?”


  “Mmhmm!”


  No way in fucking hell she’d let these guys walk out of her life after…this!


  Yes, it made her shallow and she’d allow that a lot of her judgment was currently impaired due to severe sleep deprivation, but dammit, for once in her goddamned life she wanted to do something that made no fucking sense and was completely unpredictable.


  “Good girl,” Uncle whispered.


  And that did it. Number three burst out of the gate and her eyes dropped closed as Uncle once again muffled her with his cock.


  Before she knew it, Zed was up, feeding his cock into her pussy, her ankles around his ears as he grabbed hold of the back of the loveseat and started pounding his cock into her. Every stroke hit her swollen, sensitive clit.


  Uncle had moved next to her, standing on the loveseat so he could slowly fuck her face with his cock. Good thing, too, because she wasn’t expecting climax number four to pop up and say hiya just from being fucked.


  That had never happened to her.


  Ever.


  Not even with the twins.


  “Heh,” Zed said. “Guess we just made your day. I felt that.”


  She gave up trying to hold on to anything except reaching behind her and grabbing the back of the loveseat with her hands. Zed moved his hands, covering hers, lacing fingers with her as he stared down at her with the most intense gaze she’d ever seen in her life.


  


  * * * *


  


  Zed was still going with the “hot afterlife” theory until proven otherwise. Leta’s tight pussy clamped down on his cock as he fucked her into her fourth orgasm. He wished they had all day there to take their time, because he’d bend her over the desk and fuck her from behind, get a crack at her gorgeous mouth, and even sixty-nine her while Uncle fucked her.


  They were no strangers to pleasuring a woman together, even though it’d been a while for them.


  But every man had his limits. Duty called, yes, but when a hot and horny woman said, “Fuck me,” and they weren’t getting their asses shot off or dying of Kite, Zed damn sure wasn’t going to say no to her without good fucking cause.


  He couldn’t hold it any longer and threw his head back as he came, burying his cock deep inside that sweet pussy as his balls said thank you and emptied into her.


  Only so much satisfaction a man could get from his own hand.


  Catching his breath, when he finally looked again his gaze met with hers. “Yeah, you are sooo coming with us, baby,” he hoarsely said.


  Uncle pulled out and Zed didn’t hesitate to crush her mouth with his. Just because he didn’t want to suck Uncle’s cock didn’t mean he’d be squicky about kissing her. In fact he grabbed her by the head and tongue-fucked her mouth, his cock already stirring inside her.


  “Move,” Uncle growled. He stood there, ready, slowly stroking his cock. “My turn.”


  Zed lifted his lips from hers. “Hope you aren’t planning on walking for a couple of days,” he told her. “Because any chance we get, you’re going to have our two cocks in you.”


  “How…how many of you are there?”


  He shook his head. “Don’t matter, because we don’t share with anyone else. You’re our package, and he’s right. You’re coming with us, now. Like it or not.”


  “Move your ass, Zed,” Uncle said.


  Zed did, swapping places with Uncle, letting her suck on his cock.


  No shocker it started getting hard again with her sweet, wet mouth licking and sucking on it.


  Uncle had immediately started fucking her, his hands pinning hers to the back of the loveseat like Zed had. Zed suspected she might have a little bit of a submissive streak in her, and that was fine with him in the bedroom as long as she wasn’t a doormat the rest of the time. He loved women who challenged him and kept him on his toes even while liking him throwing them onto the bed and fucking them into a happy sleep.


  He firmly gripped her head, taking charge, his cock once again aching. “This one goes down your throat, and you’ll swallow every drop. Got it?”


  She mumbled something that sounded like an assent to him, even as her eyes dropped closed and she let out a pleasured cry around his meat.


  “Oh, good girl,” he said. “You let Uncle fuck another one out of you, too.” He started slowly fucking her mouth, gauging her reaction, not wanting to gag her with his cock but she turned out to be a trouper. Pretty soon he was racing to put a load down her throat while Uncle was preparing to add another one to her pussy.


  By the sound of the other man’s groans, Zed guessed they finished about the same time.


  Uncle pulled out and they turned her around so she could suck on Uncle’s cock, which she eagerly did while Zed started fingering her pussy. Yep, her swollen, sensitive clit was easy to find and even easier to get one more out of her like that while Uncle fed her a second load.


  Then the two men collapsed to the floor next to the loveseat as she lay there, catching her breath.


  She finally spoke. “If we’re going to leave before Karen comes back, you’d better figure out how to get me vertical and dressed.”


  “Where are your car keys?” Uncle asked.


  “In my bag by the couch. Never made it to a locker today. Yesterday. Whenever it was I got here.” She reached out and drew Uncle to her, kissing him. “You realize you guys just set the bar pretty high, right?”


  Zed kissed her thigh. “We’re overachievers. That’s something you need to learn about us right now.”


  Her gaze met his. “How long we talking?” she asked.


  “As long as we can talk you into staying with us. We don’t play games,” he said. “And like I said, we don’t share. Long story short that won’t make a lick of sense right now, you aren’t the first woman to join our unit and pair up with a team of our guys.”


  “I–I’m not?”


  “No,” Zed said. “And once Kite’s taken care of, it won’t be too long after that before we’re eligible to cut ties with Uncle Sam for good and head to other parts.”


  She finally sat up. “What are you saying?”


  “I’m saying that yeah, we might decide once we’re all not perpetually horny any longer that this won’t work out. But if it does work out, we’re interested in making it as permanent as you want it to be.”


  “What he said,” Uncle said. Then he looked at his watch. “Okay, we’re already going to get our asses chewed out. Everyone get dressed.” He leaned in and kissed her before standing up and pulling her to her feet. “I suggest you use the bathroom before we leave, because we aren’t stopping until we get there.”


  “Get where?”


  “Our temporary home away from home,” Zed said.


  Chapter Eight


  


  Leta could barely walk, between the earth-shattering sex she’d just had—best of her life, no lie there—and her exhaustion. She used the bathroom and got dressed, leading the men into the research office lobby so she could grab her bag and now-cold cup of coffee.


  “Dammit,” she muttered, guzzling it and tossing the cup in a garbage can. Then she pulled her face mask up into position.


  She fished out her keys and shoved them at Uncle. “Here you go.” She reached for the door.


  Both men had already pulled their masks into place. “Where are you parked?” Uncle asked.


  “Employee lot. Duh.”


  “We should split up anyway,” he said to Zed. “You go back as planned. Warn them. Have Papa or Alpha meet me and her…” He looked at her. “Parking lot of that store close to the end of the road.”


  “Roger roger.” Zed headed out without a look back.


  “Where’s he going?” she asked.


  “Same place we’re going,” he assured her. “What about your family?”


  She snorted. “Don’t have any. I have a car full of my crap. That’s my family.”


  “You need to call anyone about you going missing?”


  She thought about it. “Yeah.” She pulled her phone out and dialed her supervisor, told her she’d ended up pulling an extra twelve hours on top of her previous shift, cited an unspecified family emergency on top of that, apologized for the short notice, and told her she was going home before she collapsed because she wasn’t fit for duty at that time. And that there was a good chance she’d need to take an immediate leave of absence due to this family emergency, but that she’d call back tomorrow and let her know how long it’d be for.


  Which didn’t make her supervisor happy, understandably, but considering Leta had over eight weeks of vacation time stored up that she hadn’t touched yet, and several weeks of unpaid family leave credits beyond that, it wasn’t like they could just fire her for it with no other cause to cite.


  When Leta ended the call she turned to Uncle. “Can we go now?”


  “What about tomorrow?”


  “Dude, you don’t even know if you’ll like me after I’ve had some sleep, coffee, food, and don’t smell like a brothel escapee. Can we please leave?”


  Uncle looked amused.


  She thought. She wasn’t really sure.


  She wasn’t even sure if she was vertical.


  He indicated for her to lead the way. “Ladies first.”


  Trudging down to the elevator, she didn’t even look back. “There better be decent coffee wherever you’re taking me.”


  “I thought you wanted sleep.”


  “I do. But I like my coffee and I’m a real bitch when I don’t have it.”


  “Because you’re being such a delightful little ray of sunshine now?”


  She punched the elevator button and turned to let him have it, but he’d pulled down his mask and he was smiling.


  And it was a damned cute smile.


  And she wanted to kiss his face, but if she did that it would definitely lead to tongue-sucking, and probably another vigorous round of fucking.


  Well, he could get vigorous, while she’d lay there and enjoy the hell out of it.


  Instead, the elevator door slid open, saving her a reply. She walked in and hit the button for the ground floor.


  


  * * * *


  


  Uncle knew from personal experience that under stress and exhaustion, some people got super-funny, some grew quiet. Some got hyper and others retreated, barely functional.


  Some, like Leta now, lost any type of filter they might have otherwise had, for actions or words.


  He wondered if she’d fallen completely in the last category, if she’d get some decent sleep in her and awaken to find she regretted their impromptu romp in the hay.


  He hoped not. Another doctor on the team? Hell yes, Papa would let her stay.


  Not like he could say no when eight other women had joined their ranks already.


  Also, it didn’t hurt that he thought she was cute, and she’d been damn good in the sack, even if she was exhausted.


  If that was her not at her best, he couldn’t wait to see what she was like once she’d had some sleep.


  He followed her out of the hospital and to the employee parking lot. Her SUV was a hybrid, not the newest model, but she kept it clean, other than it being piled to the roof inside with her stuff.


  After he punched the key fob button to unlock it, she pulled the passenger door open, belted herself in, and then laid the seat back as far as it’d go with the back full of stuff.


  “Wake me up when we get there.”


  Then she fell asleep. Before he’d even gotten the engine started.


  Full-on, deep, snoring sleep.


  Hell, even that was cute, and she didn’t snore nearly as loudly as Zed, so, bonus.


  Chuckling, he headed out of the parking lot. She only had half a tank of gas, so he’d top that off before they made it to their rendezvous point.


  Dammit, this is not how I expected today to play out. At all.


  But his balls and cock damn sure weren’t complaining.


  At least I won’t have to blindfold her.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Hey, we’re here.”


  Leta awoke with a start at the man’s voice, disoriented.


  I’m in my car.


  She shifted positions and pulled the lever on the side of her seat to sit it up. That’s when the pleasant aches hit her.


  Oh, yeah. Really good sex.


  She turned to stare at Uncle. “Where are we?” They appeared to be in a parking lot, and she wasn’t sure where.


  “We’re here to talk to a man about you getting to see our secret clubhouse.”


  He opened his door and that’s when she spotted a man standing in front of the closed store, leaning against the wall. She realized neither man wore a surgical mask.


  Uncle walked over to the guy and they started talking before she’d even gotten her seat belt unhooked and the door open. She didn’t bother with her face mask.


  It took her a moment to stretch and walk out some of the decidedly nice pains her body was complaining about before she headed over to join them.


  The man sized her up. “Dr. Gaebel, I presume?” He held out his hand.


  She shook with him. “Yep. I think that’s me. I’m so exhausted right now, I’m not sure.”


  He pointed at her name badge. “According to that, you are.”


  She looked down. “Heh. Hey, yay, me. I got something right.”


  “She’s really exhausted,” Uncle said.


  “That’s what Zed told me,” the man said. “And I’m Papa, by the way.”


  “Uncle and Papa?” she asked. “Seriously? Do you have a Mama and an Aunt?”


  The man didn’t seem fazed by her comment. “Mama, yes. No Aunt yet.”


  “Dude, I am sooo exhausted right now, I’d really like to go lay down somewhere and sleep for about a year, if that’s possible.”


  He smirked. “No family who will hold you down?”


  “No family at all,” she said. Then she hooked a thumb at her SUV. “And if Zed didn’t tell you, everything I own is in that thing. So I’m kind of a free agent right now. I’m assuming there is money to be paid at some point so I don’t leave this situation totally broke at the end?”


  “You will be taken care of, yes,” Papa assured her. “So you’re really a doctor, huh?”


  “Bend over and I’ll give you a prostate exam.”


  He laughed and shook his head. Then he slapped Uncle on the shoulder. “Holy crap, Zed said she was a pistol. Congrats, you gentlemen now have a package.”


  “They sure do,” she quipped.


  Papa grinned. “Welcome to the team…Snarky.”


  “Snarky?”


  “That’s your code name now.”


  Uncle let out a laugh but didn’t comment.


  She stared at Papa. “No. Seriously?”


  He shrugged. “I call ’em like I see ’em.”


  


  * * * *


  


  It was Thanksgiving Day, and General Joseph Arliss was dining alone, at home.


  He’d purchased a microwaveable turkey and stuffing TV dinner and was now eating it in front of the TV.


  He didn’t mind. He was used to it.


  Sure, he could have gone to one of the bases and eaten there with the enlisted men and officers on duty, and sometimes, he did.


  Just not today.


  Today he was going over information Bubba had sent him, the latest data dump pulled from the Church of the Rising Sunset’s computer systems, decrypted, and then passed on to him.


  Absolutely his latest move had pissed off Rev. Hannibal Silo to no end, because the church’s coffers had seen a drastic drop in income ever since the President’s speech and the naming of Rev. Karsu as Kite Czar.


  It was also suspicious that Rev. Silo had left his little toady, Jerald, behind in St. Louis while he himself traveled to the church’s Vermont stronghold for the holiday weekend.


  Even more suspicious that a particular person in the CIA that Bubba had warned Arliss to keep an eye on had suddenly been pinged on expressway toll systems as having driven to Vermont today, to a town just outside the church’s compound.


  Where Bubba and Stu had tapped into traffic camera systems to confirm that a Church of the Rising Sunset vehicle and the CIA operative’s vehicle were now parked at the same restaurant, even as Arliss sat here and ate his slightly chewy microwaved turkey.


  Goldfinch had never crossed Arliss’ radar in a serious way before now. Bubba hadn’t been able to definitively tie him to any of Silo’s previous activities. Then again, those kinds of “off-the-books” operations the church engaged in weren’t exactly listed in the ledgers.


  But Scooter hadn’t been able to make a money tie to him just yet.


  Something else Bubba was now keeping a close eye on.


  Arliss couldn’t afford any more moles in his food chain—or anywhere else, for that matter—who might possibly interfere with what was going on in Atlanta.


  The scientists had to succeed. Not just to save the human race, but to save the United States government as laid out in the Constitution.


  Arliss hadn’t realized Kite would appear and ravage the globe, but he’d been planning for the better part of six years to eliminate Silo, eliminate the money backers in the government who were buying pro-corporation governing decisions to the detriment of the country, and making sure to topple those interests in such a public way that not even the most clueless citizen could ignore what had been going on.


  Unfortunately, Kite.


  Which complicated a lot of things. Oddly enough, it also made some things easier. He’d been easing one of his operatives back into the fold ever since he realized Los Angeles was a lost cause, not wanting that prong of his attack to disappear. The irony only multiplied when they managed to get their hands on proof of Barstow.


  His hands, however, were clean of that decision. Charlotte Kennedy had been the one to pull that trigger, officially.


  Unfortunately, she was weak in more ways than one. At least the VP was in his pocket and ready to step in when Arliss made the play.


  Bubba’s reappearance in his life had been a sheer stroke of luck, and a welcomed addition to the entire operation, making it far easier for him to focus on the task at hand. He’d handed several operatives off to Bubba’s control, giving the man an enviable black ops budget that would make even Wall Street tycoons green with envy.


  Because if he couldn’t pull all of this off before he was either killed or died, the nation was doomed to slide back into an ideological and financial Dark Ages that would forever alter the course of history. Especially now, with the US the last major world military power left relatively unharmed by Kite.


  Excluding LA and Barstow, of course.


  The burner cell on the TV table in front of him rang. He wiped his hands off and answered.


  “Happy Thanksgiving, Joe. You get it?”


  “Going over it now. I need to see what pots Goldfinch has simmering on the stove before I can authorize a clean-up, unless you have actionable intel. He’s in a different department. I have pull in the CIA, but I can’t work miracles without putting some effort in.”


  “I know. I’ll keep an eye on him. Got a friend who’s moving into position today who will cover ground ops for us.”


  “Thanks. Obviously proceed as you see best if things unravel.” He sighed. “If it wasn’t for the damn human race being at stake, I’d sort of enjoy myself and what we’re doing.”


  Bubba laughed, a rich, deep sound. “If our women could see us now.”


  “Yeah. Lila and Lana would be scolding us for playing soldiers and spies at our ages.”


  They both sighed that time. “I feel guilty, Mike,” Arliss admitted.


  “Why?”


  “Because I was gone when she got sick. She kept it from me for so long, until you made her call me. I should have been here for her.”


  “Hey, she was a grown woman. A stubborn one. Fiercely so. And she loved you.”


  “Thank you for being there for her. I wish I’d been able to say it to Lana again.”


  Mike sounded a little choked up, too. “Yeah, well, it was the least we could do.”


  A moment of silent contemplation passed between them. “What are your future plans?” Arliss asked him.


  “Me? I’m having too much fun saving the world right now to think about that. We don’t have a production vaccine yet. I don’t want to jinx things. What about you?”


  “I’m not retiring,” Arliss said. “You know that. I can’t. Not until I’m sure. Even then they’ll probably find me at my desk one day.”


  “You’re still a young man, Joe.”


  “Says you. Speak for yourself.” Another of those comfortable pauses. “Thanks for all of this,” Arliss told him. “Seriously. I thought I had a handle on things, but you made my life infinitely easier and guaranteed success.”


  “Dammit, Joe. Quit jinxing shit. You gonna do that, I’m hanging up.”


  The general laughed. “Can’t believe you really believe that nonsense.”


  “Hey, I thought everything was hunky-dory and ended up in a damn wheelchair with shrapnel in my spine. So fuck, yeah, I believe in jinxes. Call me back if you have any questions.”


  “Will do. Happy Thanksgiving, Bubba.”


  “Happy Thanksgiving, General.”


  Arliss ended the call and stared at the phone. Back in the day, the two of them had been close even though he’d been Mike’s commanding officer.


  Friends. The four of them eating dinner together at one house or another on the rare days that the men were both in DC at the same time.


  He knew Lana’s death had gutted Mike. Having unfortunately been through that first, he understood it.


  Mike had faded into civilian life while Arliss had toughened his hide and used work to insulate himself and mute the pain. He’d medicated himself with it, determined to make positive changes so that when he finally died, he could honestly say that he’d done his best to protect and uphold the Constitution of the United States.


  Considering he felt like he’d fucked up upholding his wedding vows, at least he could do that. Especially since Lila had suffered alone and in silence for so long.


  He hoped that if there was an afterlife, that their wives had found each other there and were chatting, shopping, waiting for them to one day join them.


  Unfortunately, he didn’t believe in an afterlife, much less a god.


  Which meant he couldn’t send Hannibal Silo to eternal hell, only to death.


  That would have to suffice.


  Chapter Nine


  


  Worst.


  Thanksgiving.


  Ever.


  The fifteen people making up the self-styled “social anarchist” hacktivist group called Freedom World Fighters sat huddled around a small space heater in the corner of an abandoned building in Kansas City.


  Noel Tanaka, aka Tank, wasn’t sure if they were on the Kansas or Missouri side of the city.


  Frankly, she didn’t care.


  Using cubicle walls for support, she’d hung tarps from the walls at an angle, and over the top of the space, which helped keep the meager heat trapped around them. Gatsby, their “leader,” had wanted to keep moving south, toward Texas. It had taken Tank a considerable amount of arguing on her part to talk him into not doing that.


  South was bad.


  South meant deeper into the US, putting them more at risk. They already had a huge target painted on them, and she sure as hell didn’t want them to get killed.


  They all had to head north.


  She couldn’t tell them exactly why beyond the fact that getting over the border into Canada provided them with more than just a modicum of safety for several reasons.


  Staying alive in the process might be problematic, and she didn’t want to ditch them. They could barely feed themselves, much less stay alive in a hostile weather environment. Many of them were native Californians who’d rarely, if ever, traveled before. They damn sure weren’t equipped to survive severe cold weather.


  Leaving them alone would likely mean certain death for at least some of the group.


  They all would have died in Barstow had she not stayed with them and gotten them out of the LA area, although she took great pains not to lord that over their heads. If she made a big deal about it, one of them might finally grow an inconvenient ounce of common sense and start asking questions she didn’t want to answer.


  She had to protect her sources as much as she had to protect this group of dummies.


  Like right now. They’d each wanted to spread out into the building and take up different cubicle areas for privacy. It took her shutting up and setting up her warm makeshift tent after she got the power turned on for them to realize why splitting up was a bad idea when the outdoor temps today were only in the forties and it was barely above fifty inside, and the building’s heating system didn’t work. That night it was supposed to drop down into the twenties.


  When a couple of them had come in to talk to her, they’d remarked how warm it was inside her tarp tent. Then more of them joined the group.


  Monkey see, monkey do.


  Beating them over the head with simple science would have been a waste of energy. Not when their collective common-sense IQs totaled around five.


  Why are the smartest people so damned stupid?


  Noel was taking her time eating an MRE as she listened to the rest of them ramble on about their hopes and dreams of what they were going to accomplish.


  Not rolling her eyes had become a survival skill all its own.


  Getting them out of LA on the original timeframe she’d wanted to adhere to had been a lost cause. Not dying quickly became her backup goal. Keeping them focused on the main objective—exposing the truth about Kite infection numbers, and other government lies—ironically proved easier now that Barstow had been made to go boom. Barstow became the top item on their list.


  It sickened her, though, turned her stomach how close her group came to dying. No way in hell had she planned to go to Barstow anyway. Especially when she learned what was going on there. Until she’d been able to produce proof as to why they couldn’t go, she’d thought she was going to be the last man standing, so to speak, and have to walk away from them.


  Why they had wanted to trust the government about evacuating to Barstow when they refused to believe the government about other things still boggled Noel’s mind.


  Irrelevant, because Gatsby was the popular leader. Had she not been able to make him see reason, the group would have been doomed. At least he wasn’t a narcissistic dumbass with a macho mindset. After Barstow, he’d given a lot of weight to her big-decision thoughts and had so far, eventually, ended up siding with her.


  Although sometimes it took a lot of haggling on her part. She knew she had a set role to play. They saw her as the smart Asian girl, a stereotype that still played out even hundreds of years later.


  A stereotype that, in this case, she didn’t mind using to her advantage. She could always cite her military parents teaching her stuff and telling her things while she was growing up.


  They’d wasted precious time in Salt Lake City because she’d thought it was a good bet and had retreated there for safety. Only after she’d realized that was a dead end and a dangerous place to get caught did she mobilize the group and get them heading east.


  The government wasn’t reporting the true Kite casualty numbers.


  She’d personally seen the burn piles, bodies stacked like cordwood, people testing blue at government roadblocks…and what happened to them and the people traveling with them.


  Euthanized on the spot with po-clo.


  One night she’d slipped away from the group and did a little reconnaissance on her own, watched from on top of a building through a sniper scope as events played out a mile away when a small caravan arrived at the checkpoint.


  And none of the people in the caravan had emerged alive from the tent they’d been herded into.


  She’d prodded her group to move early the next morning, and they’d settled in Omaha for a short while.


  Until one of them had lucked onto an unguarded digital backdoor into the servers at Edwards.


  Which had led to a goldmine of data, including first-person helo and aircraft footage of the carnage at Barstow.


  Of course, Connell had gleefully started posting it all online before Tank realized he was and she pointed out to the group that now they had to move—again—because he’d likely given away their position.


  They were an enthusiastic lot, even if they didn’t get any points for common sense.


  Tank already knew through some of her sources that the military had assigned a team to find and neutralize them. Not a SOTIF team unfortunately, or it would have made her life easier getting them to safety, and she had no clue how far the team was behind them and their movements.


  Staying ahead of them was critical to their survival.


  Luck had it that one of their members had family in Iowa. They’d safely made it that far just to have to move again because Sylvan had stupidly put a message out on a board, trying to locate her parents in California.


  No, killing Sylvan in her sleep is a baaaad thing.


  Now they were holed up here in KC. And here they would stay, for now, unless or until someone fucked up…again. Connell and Sylvan had been chastised by the entire group for their actions, including by Gatsby, on whom Sylvan thought the sun rose and set.


  She’s only twenty. She’s just an idiot and wasn’t thinking.


  It was difficult under the circumstances to remember that none of these people had the knowledge she did, none of the survival skills, the sense of self-preservation.


  She’d grown up the child of two career military parents, officers, learning how to shoot, how to fight, PT, survival training. Being an only child, some of her fondest childhood memories were going to the gun range with her parents, her father teaching her how to reload custom ammo at home, the pride in their eyes when she competed against other kids in shooting and usually took first.


  Countless hours spent in martial arts training, or even sparring with her father. Camping in conditions most people wouldn’t venture out in for money, much less for fun.


  Unlike this group. They’d lived sheltered existences, for the most part.


  This was literally a whole new world to them. Their hacktivism was no longer centered around first-world social issues, cushy dorm rooms, and trendy coffee shops and student cafes.


  They were out in the harsh, cruel world for the first time and having a lot of trouble adapting.


  Noel didn’t have the heart to tell Sylvan that her parents were likely dead. The carnage in the LA area was complete. Had they managed to escape to Barstow, they were absolutely dead.


  The Red Cross was trying to set up a refugee database, but it didn’t take into account all the dead and euthanized. Mainly because the military wasn’t forthcoming with their data.


  Noel knew from her sources that, yes, there was an official military database. IDs were being taken from the euthanized so they could eventually release a record, once they’d figured out how to spin the story.


  Typical.


  Unfortunately, she hadn’t found Sylvan’s parents listed on it.


  Yet.


  After eating, Noel logged into a secure sat-link she had and checked one of her e-mail accounts. Fortunately, she had a message awaiting her.


  ETA to Topeka from 20?


  Noel glanced up. No one was paying attention to her or what she was doing. Some of them were napping, some were on their own computers or talking amongst each other.


  She considered the question. Topeka, huh?


  She typed her reply, wondering if her contact was online.


  como


  She wasn’t super-fluent in Spanish by any stretch, but her contact was. So she frequently mixed it in to confuse things just in case any of her group decided to hack her for a change and somehow managed to get lucky enough to break into her hidden computer system.


  No way could the others in her group find out her sources. She couldn’t —wouldn’t—allow it.


  The reply came less than ten seconds later.


  secreto


  Only one thing came to mind with that response, and hopefully the thing that her source meant.


  Maize?


  Another fast reply.


  Bingo.


  Her heart started racing, fingers almost vibrating as she typed.


  You give me an ETA.


  An immediate reply.


  There isn’t one needed. Not right now. 20?


  She grinned.


  KC


  Trying not to smile was getting harder by the second before the reply came in.


  :) Hold what you got. I’ll be in touch. Good job. OO.


  She killed the connection and wiped her cache. OO was her connection’s short-code for over and out.


  She’d desperately hoped for this, because it certainly would make her life a hell of a lot easier, as well as put the group in a position of safety that she’d worry about explaining later, preferably after their objective was achieved.


  All she could do now was wait and hopefully keep herself, and the others, safe.


  


  * * * *


  


  Leta didn’t know what she thought their hideout would be like. But after passing through a gate—which they locked behind them—then driving over a causeway and bridge onto a barrier island, it wasn’t exactly matching up with dark corners and secret rooms from movies she’d seen.


  Palm trees, sunny beaches, and a secluded Gulf-side outpost felt more like a high-end vacation resort than the world’s secret salvation.


  “You’re kidding, right?” she asked.


  “Nope. Home sweet hideaway. Used to be a research station. Our cover story is we’re doing secret ops in conjunction with Homeland Security.”


  “Nice.”


  He parked her SUV next to several other vehicles. Due to the underbrush, you couldn’t see this side of the island or the three buildings up on stilts from land.


  “I did mention I’m officially homeless, right?”


  He smiled. “Not anymore. Not as long as you want to stay with us.”


  “What if I get some sleep in me and realize this was a really stupid move I just made?”


  His smile faded. “I hope that won’t happen, but you’re not a prisoner, if that’s the question. I’m hoping that once you see we’re serious about how close we are to a Kite vaccine that you’ll want to help us out. We won’t force you to stay with us as long as you promise to maintain our secrecy.”


  “I’m not a researcher. I don’t know much about Kite other than the CDC updates and training we received.”


  “You don’t have to be an expert in Kite. You can be support staff. Doc and Tango, our unit’s official med officer and medic, they’re helping with the research. So’s Clara, and she’s a nurse practitioner. With them doing that, we can always use another doctor on staff to handle mundane stuff while they’re all stuck in the lab.”


  “You going to teach me how to shoot?”


  “That would be a helpful skill to know if you want to learn it, yes.”


  She took a deep breath and studied the area again through the windshield. “I hope you don’t think I’m some sort of a slut,” she said. “Normally I don’t just meet guys robbing a hospital and sleep with them.”


  “I kind of figured this was a special situation.”


  “And I’m not mentally or emotionally at my best right now.”


  “How about we get you inside, put you into a turkey coma, let you take a nap, and then we can talk once you’re feeling…conscious.”


  “That sounds like a great idea, thank you.”


  Nobody was wearing face masks. “We don’t need them,” Uncle said when she noted that. He held up a test strip. “I do need to stick you, though.”


  She held out her left hand and he performed the test.


  Clear, as she’d expected.


  “Sorry,” he said. “Procedures. Not that these are very accurate anymore.”


  “What?”


  “Just like the problem nailing down a vaccine, the mutations have mostly rendered the test strips moot.”


  “Terrific.” That hadn’t been in any of the updates she’d seen.


  Then again, she’d deliberately avoided most of the updates lately.


  Zed walked downstairs from one of the buildings to help Uncle and Leta unload her gear. The accommodations weren’t exactly five-star luxury, but Leta was in no mood to complain. And she grabbed a quickie shower, too, before being introduced around.


  Not that there was any way in hell she’d remember a single person’s name.


  Zed and Uncle led her to a table, brought her a plate of food, ate lunch with her, then led her back to their room, where she face-planted onto the bedroll on their floor.


  And that was her last conscious memory for…a while.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Guess we should give Papa a sit rep,” Uncle said as he stared down at her.


  She snored. Which was annoying as fuck with Zed, and cuter than hell with her.


  “No, I talked with him when I got back,” Zed told him. “We’re good until tomorrow morning. Rest of the day off.”


  “Really?”


  He smiled, a yawn escaping him as he pulled off his shirt. “Really. I’m thinking a nap is in order.” He walked to the far side of where they’d shoved both their bedrolls together to make it comfortable for the three of them and started removing the rest of his clothes.


  “Won’t argue with that.” Uncle stripped, too, and it felt better than right to snuggle in bed with her head tucked against his shoulder.


  “You think she’ll get some sleep in her and change her mind when she wakes up?” Zed asked.


  “God, I hope not.” Uncle didn’t want to admit how scary-good it felt thinking about her staying with them.


  No way he was going to label it love that fast, but it sure as hell beat not having her there at all.


  Okay, so having a woman in their bed was something he’d thought about for a while. Ever since Pandora first joined their unit, and then each additional woman who’d teamed up with a pair of guys.


  Every other situation had seemed equally unlikely, and yet none of the women had left or broken up with the men they’d partnered with.


  None had wanted to, apparently.


  Who knew an apocalypse was such a great match-making opportunity?


  Leta let out an adorable snorting snore, followed by a fart.


  Uncle had to clap a hand over his mouth to keep from laughing out loud and waking her up. He got out of bed.


  “Where you going?”


  “Shower,” Uncle said, reaching for his towel to wrap around his hips for the walk. “She had one. I’m hoping she wakes up in a mood to have some more fun.”


  “Oh.” Zed sat up. “Damn good plan.”


  They grabbed their shower kits and headed for the bathroom.


  Chapter Ten


  


  Leta woke up completely disoriented in the darkened room, which didn’t surprise her. After years of med school and residency, it was the rare day she didn’t wake up feeling disoriented and needing a couple of moments to remember where, exactly, she’d laid down her head.


  It was the presence of not one but two fine hunks of men, one on each side of her, that made it a game-changer. And as she stretched, she felt the nice aches and pains speaking up. Nice aches and pains that she hadn’t felt in quite a while.


  Her sex life with Gary had tanked long before she started sleeping on the couch. He was a bed hog, and if she wasn’t getting laid, it wasn’t worth getting rolled out of bed in the middle of the night by the big oaf because he had no sleeping concept of personal space.


  These men had blown the bell curve of her expectations right out of the water in an unrepeatable way.


  Hopefully not too unrepeatable.


  Because she really wanted at least an attempt at a repeat of that morning’s experience. Only this time, maybe she could process it a little better. Savor it.


  More actively participate in it.


  Uncle opened his eyes first and rolled onto his right side to face her. “Hey.”


  “Hey. I take it I’m awake?”


  “I guess so, unless we’re both dreaming.” He really did have awesomely gorgeous green eyes.


  She reached out to stroke his cheek and found him freshly shaven. “You guys took a shower?”


  “Not together.” He smiled as he captured her hand and brought it to his mouth. As he feathered his lips over her fingers, his tongue flicked out, lightly caressing the pads, sending shivers straight to her clit.


  Which woke up with a vengeance.


  “Damn,” she said. “Too bad.”


  “Sorry. We don’t swing that way.”


  “Hope you realize I’m not sharing you two.”


  “We don’t want to be shared.”


  “Good. How come you guys are okay sharing a woman?”


  “Are you complaining?”


  “No, definitely not. Just thought that didn’t happen very often in real life.”


  He sucked her middle finger between his lips and laved his tongue over it. “Even before TMFU, with everyone in the unit paired up, sort of brother with brother.” He smiled, and it reached the far corners of his eyes. “So it’s not like sharing.”


  “Is this the good-morning-fucking part of our day?” Zed mumbled from the other side of the bed. “Because if it is, I have a cock that would love to be sucked.”


  Uncle’s gaze never left hers. “It’s not morning. It’s nearly eight o’clock at night.”


  “I just woke up,” Zed said, “so my body says it’s morning. Therefore, I have morning wood.” She felt Zed roll toward her, his body spooning around hers.


  Yep, that was a helluva tree trunk he was sporting there, pressed up between her ass cheeks and saying howdy.


  She wiggled her hips against him and loved the roller-coaster jolt her stomach made when he draped his arm around her waist and started rocking his hips in time with hers.


  “You better believe you’re going to get a morning fucking from me,” Zed hoarsely whispered against the nape of her neck. “And an afternoon and evening one, too, just to make sure.”


  “Don’t you guys have some world-saving to do?”


  Uncle’s green gaze stayed fixed on hers. “Yeah, but even a Drunk Monkey earns a few hours off here and there to monkey around a little.”


  “Ugh. That’s horrible.”


  Uncle’s smile widened. “That’s only the first of many puns that you’ll hear flying around. Trust me.”


  “Me trust a man—a couple of men—I caught stealing from a hospital research lab?” She arched an eyebrow at him.


  “Dammit, she’s a talker,” Zed muttered against her skin, sending pleasant shivers through her. “Can we start fucking her now, please?”


  Uncle sucked her ring finger deep into the warm, wet heat of his mouth and swirled his tongue around it. “Soon enough, buddy,” he said when he released it. “Soon enough.”


  Her pussy, her clit, her nipples—every erogenous zone on her body, and a few she didn’t even know she had, stood up and said holla.


  All at the same time.


  “Men trying to save the world,” Uncle gently corrected her. “Normally we are not thieves. We do what Uncle Sam tells us to do, and Uncle Sam says save this shitball of a rock we’re stuck on. Considering I don’t like the idea of dying, a little bit of thievery for a good cause doesn’t really make me feel guilty.”


  “Good.” She leaned in and kissed him, hard, deep, belatedly hoping she didn’t have a raging case of morning breath. On the heels of that came the realization that these men probably wouldn’t care even if she did have Godzilla breath. “Because I think saving this shitball of a rock we’re stuck on is a pretty damn spiffy idea.”


  “You worried me there for a minute,” Zed mumbled against the back of her neck.


  “If you were stealing bread from orphans, I might have something different to say about it.” She wiggled her ass against Zed again. “And please don’t let me forget that I need to call work tomorrow.”


  “Then I suggest you do it,” Uncle said. “Because you’re about to have a cock in your mouth for the next little while.”


  Even the way he talked flicked at her clit, made it vibrate with need. “I can do it in the morning. Just don’t let me forget to do it, please.”


  “Does that mean you want to stay with us?” Zed asked.


  “For now.” She turned so she could look at him. “I’ll warn you, I’m not some brave warrior type.”


  “Not asking you to be. That’s our job.”


  “Thought you said you wanted to learn how to shoot?” Uncle noted.


  “I do. Self-preservation. If I’m going to be traveling with guys who might have a habit of getting shot at a lot, being able to shoot back could come in handy.”


  “We don’t deliberately set out to get shot at,” Zed said. “It just happens sometimes. Occupational hazard.”


  “Hasn’t happened much lately,” Uncle added.


  “Dammit,” Zed muttered. “You know you just jinxed us, right?”


  “Let’s be honest that we haven’t been shot at much at all over the past several months,” Uncle said. “Not since Australia.”


  Zed rolled onto his back and stuck his fingers in his ears. “Lalalalala! Not listening!”


  Uncle let out a disgusted-sounding snort. “You big baby.”


  “Do not fucking jinx us, man,” Zed shot back, almost sounding frantic.


  She rolled onto her side to face him. “I don’t believe in jinxes.” She kissed him. “Besides, you found me, right? Isn’t that a good omen?”


  “Maybe,” he reluctantly admitted.


  “Wow, thanks for the vote of confidence.”


  “That’s not what I meant!”


  She kissed him again. “Just teasing you.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Zed was so out of his element at that point it almost felt like he’d been punted onto another planet. Besides the obvious reasons, he suspected Leta’s presence in their lives was going to feel like being dropped into a blender while someone hit the button for mulch.


  It scared him more than a little to realize how much he didn’t want her to walk out of their lives now that she was there.


  Mission to save the world or not, there was something about her. Even if they hadn’t had hot stranger-sex in the hospital, in spite of her obvious exhaustion her personality, her ability to think on her feet and keep him and Uncle off-balance, meant she was damned special.


  He hoped he could live up to that standard in her eyes.


  After another kiss he pushed her onto her back and slid down her body, coming to rest between her legs. “I think I know a way to shut her up.”


  He lowered his mouth to her pussy and this time he could savor the task, enjoy her reactions, make her moan as much and as loudly as he wanted to without worrying about getting caught or if anyone heard them.


  Considering everyone else in their unit except Papa and Alpha were paired up, he dared any of them to complain about the noise.


  Fortunately, Uncle was there to kiss her and muffle the sounds.


  With Zed’s arms wrapped around her thighs and holding her in place so she couldn’t squirm away, he laved his tongue up and down, around her clit, learning her body and trying to ignore his aching cock. He wanted her to enjoy this so that she’d hopefully keep wanting them to do these kinds of things to her.


  Of course they didn’t know what the future would hold. They could all be dead tomorrow with the way the world was headed.


  Even more reason not to waste a single opportunity. They weren’t trying to get her to marry them. They might all hate each other in a few weeks.


  For now, he was satisfied making her moan and squeal and…mmm, yeah. The way she grabbed the back of his head and held on tight as she rode his mouth through her first orgasm made his cock throb even harder, painfully.


  “How about we fill that sweet ass and pussy, baby,” Uncle said. “I don’t want to waste a single chance we have together.”


  Zed interpreted her happy moan in reply as assent. Uncle quickly retrieved a bottle of lube and a condom for whoever would need it. She sat up and rolled over on top of Uncle, effectively answering the question for them when she impaled herself on his cock.


  Zed sat up and reached for the bottle. “My lucky day.” He planted a hand between her shoulder blades and pushed her back down on top of Uncle. Uncle then grabbed her by the hair and started tongue-fucking her mouth, making Zed chuckle. “Someone’s a little eager, huh?”


  “Mmm hmm!”


  She only held still long enough for Zed to get her ass lubed up. Then she was once again fucking Uncle’s cock, long, sexy strokes that drew gorgeous moans from her as his partner filled her up.


  Zed grabbed a packet of wipes and cleaned his hands before rolling on the condom. After slathering more lube on that, he edged in and pressed the head of his cock against her ass.


  She did the work for him, casting a look over her shoulder before impaling herself on both their cocks with a satisfied hiss.


  “Yesss!” She held still for a moment, and so did he, waiting for her to move. She sat up, leaning back against him and capturing his mouth in a searing kiss that telegraphed her hunger for them, every bit as voracious as theirs for her.


  


  * * * *


  


  Leta felt like she’d hit the sex jackpot. These two men put the twins to shame, and she’d thought the twins were pretty damn wild.


  As she sat there kissing Zed and letting her body adjust to the size of them, she realized she was in for one hell of an explosion. Already her clit screamed for more attention, every nerve ending on fire and sizzling, the slightest touch threatening to send her into orbit.


  Zed’s hands rested on her hips. She grabbed one and shoved it down, between her legs to her clit, and he got the message. Then she groped for Uncle’s hands, pulling them up to her breasts.


  Both men were quick studies, she was grateful to see. Uncle started kneading her breasts, tugging on her nipples as she slowly started moving while Zed’s fingers played with her swollen, sensitive clit.


  Then Zed nipped the side of her neck and her world exploded. Her orgasm shattered every cell in her body, her muscles squeezing their cocks as she cried out, moving harder and faster and milking every last ounce of pleasure out of them that she could get. Only when she’d collapsed on top of Uncle did the men start moving, Zed coming first, quickly followed by Uncle, until all three of them lay there in a sweaty, panting heap.


  “Fuck,” she whispered.


  “Is that good fuck or a bad one?” Zed asked.


  She turned her head, found his lips, and nipped his bottom one. “A damn good one. You try to get rid of me any time soon, I’m going to stow away.”


  “That won’t be necessary,” Uncle assured her. “We are definitely not in a rush for you to leave.”


  She winced a little as Zed pulled out and disposed of the condom. A moment later, she was surprised and touched when he brought wipes over and cleaned her up. Then they were snuggled together again, the heat from their bodies washing through her on both sides.


  Comforting.


  Strong.


  Gary? Gary who?


  “Any chance of getting an after-nookie snack?” she mumbled.


  Uncle kissed her. “I think we can manage to find you something.”


  “Actually, I could use something, too, since you’re offering,” Zed said.


  “Then you can go get it,” Uncle countered.


  She snickered. “You two are so cute. You sound like an old married couple.”


  Zed mumbled something, but then he kissed her and she gave serious thought to another roll in the hay with them right then.


  Then he got up, pulled shorts on, and headed out of the room.


  She snuggled closer to Uncle, draped across him. “Seriously, I’m not usually…promiscuous.”


  “We get it. Special circumstances, and all that.”


  “I really feel like I haven’t put my best foot forward.”


  “Hey, we were stealing from a hospital. I think we’re even.”


  She stared into his green eyes, his smile warming her heart. “As long as you don’t hold it against me. At least you’re trying to save the world.”


  “And now, so are you.” He kissed her. “I think a little snack and then some more sleep is definitely in order.”


  “So…we’re good?”


  “Oh my god, Zed’s right. You’re a talker.” But he smiled.


  “Not the only thing I can do with my mouth.”


  He waggled his eyebrows at her. “I know. Just one of your many charms.”


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Reverend Hannibal Silo went to bed Thanksgiving night a happy man. Finally, a plan put into motion that might actually yield fruit. Unfortunately, he couldn’t get rid of Jerald yet. He still needed the man.


  Maybe if he could see this plan through to a successful completion, he could have them make Jerald their next target. But only if he was sure Jerald hadn’t left any nasty surprises around as “insurance.”


  Maybe Mary wasn’t even alive. Maybe whoever helped her got all the evidence from her up front and then killed her.


  Without knowing that for sure, he had to keep Jerald alive.


  For now.


  He’d spent the past forty years building this empire from the ground up. His sweat, his work, his energy, and his brand.


  He wasn’t about to let all that effort dissolve just because a group of men named after intoxicated primates were the pets of a general he couldn’t flip, apparently the last unimpeachable officer in the US military.


  In the late hours of that night, he heard a cell phone ring, awakening him. Once it registered in his brain which cell phone was ringing, it cleared all sleep out of his system as he answered.


  “Yes?”


  “Make it twenty-five million dollars and I can have it done this weekend,” Goldfinch said.


  Silo sat up. “Why twenty-five?”


  “You want it done, or not?”


  “Yes, but I want to know why I’m spending twenty-five million.”


  “Ten off the top for me, because to do this means I’m basically shitting where I eat and I’ll have to disappear for good. I need a nest egg of my own. But hey, if you don’t want it done, I’ll just—”


  “Fine. Do it.”


  “Once this is done, once I call the operation a go, that’s it. No turning back, no calling it off. No orders to cancel.”


  “Don’t worry, there won’t be.”


  “I’m going to order it, then burn my contact book. Because this will be a one-and-done for them, too. And it’s all on you.”


  “I get it. Let’s make it happen.”


  “The transfer better be in my offshore account in an hour, or you can forget you know me. And even if it is in my account, you can still forget you know me and it’s been good knowing you.”


  “How do I know this isn’t a scam? How do I know you won’t take my money and run?”


  “Have I ever scammed you before? This is my fucking neck on the line, here. They made me a counter-offer to my first offer. This is their last job before they retire.”


  Silo considered it. “All right.”


  “Then make the transfer, because if it’s not there, I can’t get them paid, and I have a deadline to meet on their end. Tick tock.” Goldfinch ended the call.


  That was…a lot of money.


  Money well worth it, though, to finally get something done.


  Silo knew if he left the compound at that hour, the news of his travels would likely make it to Jerald. He’d have to hope that Jerald wasn’t plugged in to every tiny detail of what he did while there at the Vermont compound.


  Getting out of bed, he retrieved a tablet he’d purchased before leaving St. Louis and connected to the Internet with it. He had a few bank accounts Jerald didn’t know about, ones offshore, for emergencies, held in reserve. Legitimate corporations not subject to taxation by the IRS, and in no way tied to him personally.


  Going through the account’s history, he found the last transfer he’d made to Goldfinch several years ago and used that account info to make this transfer.


  Just two businesses doing business. Nothing to see here.


  As his finger hovered over the final Make Transfer button, he took a deep breath. This action would absolutely get General Arliss’ attention. One didn’t just walk into the CDC research facility in Atlanta with armed men and steal medical personnel and Kite samples out from under the US government.


  He wasn’t just anyone, though.


  If Arliss thought Hannibal would simply roll over and go away, the man had a few things to learn.


  One of my first jobs as President will be to get rid of that man.


  In none of his fantasies could Hannibal envision a future where he didn’t get elected President. Probably wouldn’t be this time around, due to the logistics, but for sure with the next general election. Hell, he was still reasonably young. There were congressmen far older than he was.


  He hit the button, sending the money to Goldfinch.


  Well worth it to make my dreams reality.


  And on that note, he lay back down and fell into a deep, satisfied slumber.


  


  * * * *


  


  Bubba was wide awake and still working when his cell phone went off a little before midnight. “Yeah?”


  “Cell phone call. Burner to burner, best I can tell from the signal. Discussing twenty-five million dollars to do something by this weekend, but I don’t know what. Must have been part of their earlier sit-down discussion. The mic I placed isn’t strong enough to pick up both ends of a cell convo unless the phone’s on speaker mode. He apparently upped the amount they’d discussed earlier because he wants a ‘nest egg’ and talked about having to vanish once whatever this is goes down. I’m suspecting, based on context, that he knows he’ll be fingered.”


  Bubba leaned back in his wheelchair and tried to quiet his mind, allowing him to sift through all of that. “You still alone?”


  “Yeah. Dark’s on his way in. Had to dri— Wait…hold on.”


  Bubba drummed the fingers of his right hand against his desk as he held his cell in his left. A minute later, Kant came back on the line.


  “Okay, this guy just placed another call, burner to burner, different person. Whatever is happening is a go.”


  “But we don’t know what yet, or where?”


  “Exactly.”


  “Dammit.”


  “Orders?”


  “I’m thinking.”


  Arliss had given him carte blanche in terms of support. Until the Drunk Monkeys were no longer needed guarding the scientists, Bubba had to work behind the scenes as much as possible to derail Silo’s plans.


  “What’s Dark’s ETA?”


  “Two hours at the latest.”


  “Sit tight. Wait until you two are together to take him down. Then find out from his own mouth what’s going on with Silo.”


  “What if he runs before then?”


  “Stop him.”


  “Extreme prejudice?”


  “Yes, regardless of when you engage. Try to keep him alive long enough to question him, but don’t get hurt.”


  “Roger roger.”


  “Oh, and Kant?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Have fun.”


  His old friend laughed. “That’s a given, buddy.” He ended the call.


  Bubba stared at the burner. Goldfinch was an unknown in many ways. While he’d expected the man to have a little bit of mud on him—no CIA operative in as long as Goldfinch had been was completely clean—that he was tied to Silo disconcerted Bubba. Nowhere in the church’s computer records that they’d pulled so far did anything tie Goldfinch to Silo.


  None of the offshore accounts they’d tracked and seized were linked to Goldfinch, either.


  He didn’t like being blind when it came to intel. Especially considering the high-value targets they were protecting right now.


  It was tempting to mount his own backdoor operation to take down Silo himself. Nowhere had he found anything indicating Silo had a Kite virus fail-safe in place. If anything, it would seem that potential Kite projects Silo had lined up had been mothballed.


  Most interesting was the fact that, more and more, he was seeing Jerald Arbeid’s initials on the various orders coming through the church’s official pipeline.


  As if he were doing things behind Silo’s back.


  It was telling that Silo had travelled to Vermont without Arbeid. Usually the guy was glued to Silo’s ass like a horny male dog after a bitch in heat.


  But not this trip.


  And on this trip, Silo had met with someone, alone.


  Interesting.


  He headed to the kitchen to start another pot of coffee. Tonight looked to possibly be a long night.


  Hopefully, it’d be a productive one.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ax lay on the couch Thanksgiving night and stared at the ceiling in the darkened apartment. Kali was asleep in the bedroom.


  He still couldn’t believe he was finally here, with her.


  After they’d returned to her apartment, she’d told him her plans after swearing him to secrecy.


  She wanted to kill Hannibal Silo.


  The plan she’d laid out would work, with his help. Now that he was so close to obtaining the vengeance he’d desired for so many years, he wasn’t sure how to go about making good on those secret oaths to his parents’ memory.


  Kali said that Silo would be living in the St. Louis compound for the immediate future. That had been the plan her husband had formulated with Jerald. So they’d have to travel to St. Louis.


  Hacking into the church’s computer system was a given, because they already were inside it. Meaning he could easily create ID badges for them that would get them full compound access, even to secure areas.


  Kali had agreed to wait to enact their plans until the government announced that a workable vaccine for Kite had been developed. Meaning they had a few weeks. She wanted to leave Atlanta before the first of December and return to St. Louis. Preferably as soon as that weekend, with heavier holiday travel traffic to help them blend in.


  She also didn’t want him reporting this to the Drunk Monkeys. Which he’d agreed to, even though it didn’t set well with him.


  Just because he knew how to shoot a gun didn’t mean he was now a deadly weapon. He’d never shot at a human being before. He didn’t want to screw up and be the reason something happened to Kali.


  Mom.


  He didn’t need to be a shrink to know he’d adopted her, and why. The two of them, bound by the evil incarnate that was Hannibal Silo. Of course he got it.


  The world would be a far better place without Hannibal Silo in it. And since he couldn’t go back and change the past, all he could do was help ensure the future played out better than it would if Silo was allowed to remain among the living. Not like any damn court in the country would convict him even if he was arrested. Between his top-level friends and the circumstances, he was doing the world a public service.


  Chickening out wasn’t an option. Neither was failure.


  What he would do once Hannibal Silo was no longer in the world remained to be seen.


  Unable to sleep, he got his computer and checked to see if Tank was online. She hadn’t sent him any new messages that day.


  Maybe that could be his next step, offering Tank and her group refuge within the church once Kali had taken it over. Sanctuary. Surely Kali would help him hide them while they worked to do what Arliss wanted done anyway, mainly throwing a massive monkey wrench into things and causing a disturbance that would keep people off the general’s tail. Arliss was in the process of cleaning house on a national scale. How far up he planned to go, Ax didn’t know.


  At least the man appeared to be altruistic. Arliss didn’t like people fucking with the government or Constitution and was trying to get the world back on track. He wasn’t looking to institute some new world order, or create a dictatorship.


  Ax could get behind that.


  He sent Tank’s group a MacCoin donation, following that up with a message to her.


  Hope you’re safe and well. Pls send me an update.


  He shut down his laptop. They were a group of college kids, and this was some scary shit they were dealing with. He’d asked Bubba about it, about trying to get them in from the cold, and the man had replied with a cryptically noncommittal response that Arliss was aware of them, but they weren’t a priority at that time.


  The deaths of Scooter’s friends still weighed heavily on Ax’s mind. It didn’t matter that he hadn’t been the one to torture and kill them, and hadn’t deliberately led Silo’s men to them.


  It was still on his head.


  He didn’t want any other deaths on his conscience.


  Maybe when we get to St. Louis and get settled I can talk Tank and her group into joining us. Get them to safety.


  It was the best he could do for now.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  The next morning, it was still dark outside when Leta awoke before the two men. She dressed, including pulling on a sweater against the chilly morning, made her way to the bathroom to use the toilet, then followed the delicious aroma of coffee to the kitchen.


  She paused as she stared down the hallway that led to the lab area. They’d given her a quick tour of the entire facility yesterday before feeding her the best Thanksgiving feast she’d had in her life.


  The sight of the lab had sent chills through her as she’d looked through a window in the door and watched the people in full protective gear working inside. Dr. Riley Perkins, Dr. Max Copper, Dr. Peter McInnis, and Dr. Ivan Ivlonsky, along with Doc and Tango.


  Dr. Julie Chu, Dr. Phe Quong, and Dr. Rajesh Patel were up in Atlanta, along with Clara, the nurse.


  This morning, those same chills washed through her again, even as she stood at the end of the hallway, unable to see inside the lab proper from her vantage point.


  Just a couple of walls, several layers of heavy-gauge plastic sheeting and duct tape, and glass sample cases separated her and the rest of the human race from the deadliest pathogen the world had ever known.


  And she was willingly throwing her hat in with people hiding and helping the creators of the same-said virus.


  I must be crazy.


  She was no hero. Yet here she was, not even knowing all the facts and ready to throw her hat into the ring with Uncle and Zed all for…reasons?


  Sexy reasons?


  Maybe not even the right reasons. Maybe, now with some sleep and second thoughts under her belt, this wasn’t the soundest plan ever concocted.


  Coffee. I really need coffee.


  She made her way to the kitchen. One of the women stood there, sipping a mug of coffee.


  The redhead smiled at Leta over the top of the mug. “Welcome to the family.”


  Leta struggled to remember her name. “Pan…da?”


  “Close.” She held out a hand to shake with her. “Pandora. Panda’s our pilot. I don’t think Papa was thinking when he nicknamed her. The big Zeus cargo plane she flies for us was called the Punchy Panda.”


  “Ah.”


  Pandora pointed to the mugs and coffee fixings. “Help yourself. We all wash our own dishes, so there’s no mess. Just put everything back where you found it when you’re done, please.”


  “You’ve been with the group for how long now?”


  “Since March. I flew from Chicago to Australia just to get hauled to Florida via Hawaii, Mexico, LA, and Seattle.” She grinned. “And it’s been a crazy ride. I was the first woman to join the Drunk Monkeys.”


  “Wait. Your two guys are the medics, right?”


  Pandora’s smile faded. “Yeah. Lucky me.” She stared into her mug for a minute. “Fortunately, it looks like we’re almost at the end of this mess. Between the strain Doc caught in LA, and the strain Victor caught a few weeks back, it really helped them figure this shit out. Well, that and getting Mama and Waldo in from the cold, among others.”


  Pandora looked over as a man walked in. “Oh, pardon me, ladies,” he said with an Irish accent.


  “Sin,” Pandora said, “you didn’t really get to meet her yesterday, but this is Snarky.”


  “Ah, yes. The doctor.” He reached out a hand to shake with her, and she had to force herself to do it. “Dr. Peter McInnis, aka Sin.”


  He was one of the reasons the world was dying in the first place. It was hard not to want to deck the guy regardless of why he’d participated.


  “Good to have another doctor on board.” He poured himself a mug of coffee and started drinking it black. “I’m afraid our work has taken over most of Doc and Tango’s time.”


  “Are you really close to a vaccine?” Leta asked.


  “I believe so, yes. Mama, Waldo, Q, and Clara are supposed to report the latest test runs this morning.” He offered her a sad, lopsided smile. “I can see that you’re not exactly happy to meet me. Can’t say that I blame you. Very common reaction.”


  Heat filled her face. “Sorry. I don’t know the whole story. I know I shouldn’t make a snap judgment. The guys said you all were forced into it.”


  He leaned back against the counter. “We were, but could I do it all over again, I think I would have tried harder to disable the program sooner. Commit anarchy from within.” He focused on the contents of his mug. “I’m not proud of what we did. It wouldn’t surprise me if we stand trial. I shall not appeal a conviction, either.”


  “Where are the rest of your team? The missing scientists?”


  He shrugged and finally met her gaze again. “That’s the puzzle, isn’t it? I went to Brazil hoping to locate Chris. Dr. Christopher Ramsey,” he added. “He is from there. But I couldn’t locate him and ended up having to leave for Mexico, where the team found me. We think he’s alive, but it’s been a couple of weeks since Bubba was last able to get any kind of intel about him.”


  “Who is this Bubba guy I keep hearing about?” Leta asked.


  “Our guardian angel,” Pandora said with a smile. “My friend, boss, and someone who turns out was military intel. Formerly retired and now not so retired.”


  “If you’ll excuse me,” Sin said, “I want to grab a shower before our morning video conference and I head into the lab. Doctor, it was very nice meeting you.” He seemed to almost slink out of the room.


  “So that’s one of them, huh?” Leta quietly asked.


  “Yeah, and I know exactly what you’re thinking right now.” Leta looked at Pandora, who continued. “You want to reach down his throat and yank his balls off from the inside out.”


  “Yeah.”


  “As you get to know them, you’ll understand there’s more to the story. They weren’t willing conspirators.”


  “No? How do you work together for a couple of years to create a deadly drug and virus?”


  “North Korea lied to them. Used Q—Dr. Phe Quong—as bait. They lured them all in, saying it was a humanitarian project. That they were going to work on protecting livestock. It wasn’t until they were all in that they realized the project’s true purpose. By then, North Korea had a bead on their families, loved ones. Mama and Q had family there with them who were actively threatened. I don’t agree with what they did, but as I’ve gotten to know most of them, I can tell they felt they had no way out.”


  “Is this more of the story that my guys will give me today?”


  “Probably.” She smiled. “Keep an open mind, that’s all I can tell you.”


  “Why do I feel like I’ve jumped in over my head?”


  “Because you have. If Uncle and Zed are anything like Doc and Tango, you’ll wish you’d met them sooner, apocalypse or not.”


  “Are we allowed to…go outside and stuff?”


  “Oh, sure. We’re not prisoners. I mean, here it’s safe. Feel free to wander around the beach. When you’re up at Atlanta they have some different protocols for safety. Just ask.”


  “Thanks.” Leta fixed herself a mug of coffee and headed downstairs. Every pleasant ache and pain she felt as she walked reminded her of the activities she’d been engaged in. She stopped when she reached the man standing watch at the bottom of the stairs. “Sorry, I don’t remember your name.”


  He grinned. “Wouldn’t expect you to, Snarky. You been a little busy. Name’s Quack.” He stuck out a hand.


  She shook with him. “Guess I shouldn’t feel so bad about my nickname, huh?”


  He shrugged. “Could always be worse.”


  “True.”


  “Pandora said I could walk around?”


  “Sure. Just don’t cross over the causeway by yourself. We’re the only ones on the island. Beach is that way.” He pointed toward what she assumed was the west, since it was the opposite direction from where the sky appeared just a tad bit lighter.


  “Thanks.” She headed that way and followed a well-trod path through a dune onto the beach. It was low tide, the breeze light but crisp and out of the north. She walked down to the more firmly packed sand past the high-tide line. In the grey light she headed north a little ways before she stopped and faced the west, staring out over the empty Gulf of Mexico. In the early morning, the water looked almost black a little way from shore, the cloudless sky still holding a blanket of stars toward the western horizon.


  This didn’t even feel real. Not by a long shot. She’d gone from single and homeless and clueless as to what her next step would be, to suddenly being absorbed into an apocalyptic showdown to save the world.


  Her parents had both died while on duty. She’d absolutely decided she wasn’t going to enlist in the military, another reason for choosing med school when she had the “free money” to do so.


  Now here she was, a willing volunteer because of a random, half-comatose encounter with two sexy hunks.


  She was also out of a job with only a few months left before finishing her residency, even though technically she was listed as taking vacation and family leave time, followed by an unpaid leave of absence. If she went back within six months, she could pick up where she left off without any hassles. She’d left it all up in the air with her supervisor, that she’d call her back today to confirm that was the plan based on what happened with her “family emergency.”


  Although if these dudes were as well-connected as they appeared to be, someone, somewhere, likely could help her out with her job situation if it became a problem.


  I hope I did the right thing.


  She wasn’t one to second-guess herself too often. Life was short and in light of the current world situation, spending too much time dwelling on alternatives might prove hazardous to one’s health, if not downright deadly.


  Deeply inhaling the sweet salt air, she was shocked to realize that, for the first time in her adult life, she also felt at peace. Usually she was too busy with school or work or life or everything to actually stop for a moment and just…be.


  When was the last time I actually went…outside. Just for the sake of being outside?


  She was shocked to realize she honestly couldn’t remember.


  Standing there for at least half an hour as the sky slowly lightened behind her, she tried to sort everything out in her mind. There were a thousand reasons she could come up with as to why this had been a stupid, dumb-ass decision on her part, but they all broke apart and dissolved when she thought about one thing—


  She could really help save the world and make her parents’ sacrifice worthwhile. They’d been in the military to make a better life for themselves and for her. Their deaths had allowed her to go to college and become a doctor.


  Maybe it was time to start making decisions about her future instead of doing her damnedest to default to whatever choice life happened to throw at her at any given time.


  Movement to the south caught her eye and she spotted two forms crossing the dune and heading toward her. Instinctively she knew it was Uncle and Zed, even though she couldn’t quite make them out in the darkness yet. Sure enough, as they drew closer, her heart sped up as she recognized them.


  “You left,” Uncle said as he pulled her close and kissed her good morning.


  “Not fair,” Zed added as he held her from behind.


  “Sorry, guys. Didn’t realize I was going to take a walk. Just wanted to clear my head.”


  Uncle stared down at her. “Second thoughts?”


  She snorted. “Second thousand thoughts. But no, not going to bail on you guys.”


  Both men breathed audible sighs of relief.


  “Papa is awake,” Uncle said. “Just finishing up his morning tai chi. He wants to see us before chow. Going to send us to Atlanta.”


  “Us?” A thread of anxiety ran through her. She didn’t want to be separated from them that quickly.


  “All three of us.”


  “I’m not a researcher.”


  “No, he wants us stationed there at the safe house. We don’t have a medic who stays there all the time. He’s going to rotate the three of us up there and move a couple of guys back here for a while.”


  “What about the doctors? They don’t live at the CDC, do they? Don’t they go back to the safe house?”


  “They’re not medics,” Zed said. “Clara told us Sin nearly wet himself the first time he had to give a kid a vaccination shot in her clinic. They’re all ‘doctors,’ but not necessarily MDs used to dealing with people as patients instead of guinea pigs. Like Canuck. She’s a chemist. In the treating patients department we’ve got Doc, Tango, Clara—who’s a nurse practitioner and about as good as any doctor—and now you.”


  “Why does he want us up there, though?”


  “Because he feels that we’d be a better fit for up there,” Uncle said. “Good thing is, lots of shooting ranges up there.” Uncle smiled. “Get to teach you to shoot.”


  “I don’t get it. Good fit how?”


  “Less crowded.” Zed had started nibbling on the back of her neck. “We’ll have time to ourselves.”


  Now it hit her. “Ah. Your commanding officer is a fan of letting lovebirds out of the cage every once in a while?”


  “Dammit, Paul,” Zed said. “She’s talking again.”


  She drew back a little to look up into Uncle’s green eyes. “Paul?”


  He rolled same-said gorgeous greens. “Paolo Elder, but I prefer Paul. He’s Mickey, so don’t go giving me grief.”


  She tipped her head onto Zed’s shoulder. “Mickey?”


  “Mickey Hopper, at your service.”


  “You can service me, all right, once I get some more coffee in me.”


  Zed froze. “Okay, maybe talking like that’s not such a bad thing after all.”


  “How dangerous is Atlanta?”


  “We’re going to need to get you some warmer clothes,” Uncle said. “Nothing you’ve got will keep you warm enough. Our place up there is safe.”


  “I’ve never seen snow before. We going to have hot chocolate and stuff to warm our insides?”


  “I’ll warm your insides,” Zed promised.


  “You are a horn dog.” She bumped her hips back against him. Even through her jeans and his she could feel the stiff outline of his cock.


  “You complaining?”


  “Didn’t say that.”


  “You are not an easy woman to have a conversation with.”


  “You complaining?” She smiled at him over her shoulder.


  He smiled back. “Didn’t say that.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Zed was starting to think that Leta with a chunk of sleep and copious amounts of caffeine in her might be deadly not only to his reserves, but that she might be able to conversationally lap him several times before he even got his engine cranked and drove out of pit row.


  Not that he was complaining. Definitely not.


  Nothing against any of the other women in their unit, especially since the women in their unit had collectively helped pull their mission—and their asses—out of the metaphorical and literal fire more than once.


  But they weren’t…


  Spicy.


  Like chopping up a Scotch bonnet pepper, finely dicing it, and then tossing it into your scrambled eggs.


  Everything’s normal and bland, and then…


  Zing.


  That was Leta. The zing.


  To be honest, the apocalypse had gotten pretty damn boring.


  Find the scientists. Stay alive. Don’t become a Kiter.


  If it wasn’t for the fact that this time it was the fate of the whole damn planet resting on their shoulders, he’d say it wasn’t much different than some of the insurgent runs they’d gone on in the early days when their unit was first formed a few years ago.


  Zed nipped the side of her neck. “Let’s go grab chow and talk to Papa. We won’t leave until later this afternoon. Panda has to fly the crew down from Atlanta and then pick us up. She spent the night up there last night after running a load of samples and data to them.”


  “What about guarding your people up there while they work?”


  “We’ve got some inside guys. As long as they’re in the hospital, they’re safe. It’s a short flight down and back again.”


  She turned in Uncle’s arms. She’d finished her coffee and handed Zed the mug. “Then if we’re going to have time together before we fly, I suggest we get busy.”


  His cock throbbed, aching. If it wasn’t so damn chilly on the beach, he’d pull her down to the sand and make love to her right there.


  Except he was afraid his cock would shrivel up like a stack of dimes in the crisp morning air.


  


  * * * *


  


  Uncle still wasn’t sure how the hell they’d left their safe house on Thanksgiving morning on a simple supply run, and then ended up this morning with…


  Her.


  He didn’t know about Zed, but Black Friday would never be the same for him again, ever.


  He hadn’t been asleep when Leta left their bed and got dressed. He suspected she wanted a few minutes alone.


  Nothing in his life could ever compare to the joy he felt when he first opened his eyes and spotted her lying there between them. Not a mirage, not wishful thinking. The slow rise and fall of her chest, the scent of their lovemaking still hanging in the air…


  Her adorable snoring. Which wasn’t bad if she laid on one side or the other.


  It didn’t take a rocket scientist to understand why the triads took every available opportunity to get it on like rabbits.


  The end of the world.


  You had to grab happiness by the balls any chance you got and tickle its taint while you still could.


  Because tomorrow, you might not get another chance.


  They’d been lucky on their mission, so far. Damned lucky. So many close calls with Kite and other shit. Knock on wood, they’d only lost one person to date. Sparky, who’d joined them when Annie had partnered up with them. The retired firefighter had been trying to help them scout the best way out of LA when they’d been waylaid by armed thugs.


  “I think the lady has a wonderful idea,” Uncle said.


  Frankly, he wasn’t sure how he’d concentrate on what Papa had to say until he’d gotten laid again. Sure, he had a mission to go on.


  His cock hadn’t signed up for that, though.


  Actually, he now felt more than a little sorry for their CO and second. They were the only two men still unpaired.


  Well, there’s still time.


  They headed back to the buildings. Uncle didn’t even want to think about what the future would hold for them after the vaccine was developed and distributed.


  All he wanted to do was focus on staying alive, keeping all of them alive, and surviving one day to the next.


  Jinxing the future by contemplating it when it wasn’t even there yet was just tempting fate.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Papa was waiting for them in the dining area. Leta couldn’t help but notice that the food she’d eaten so far was as good as—if not better than—the hospital fare she’d been used to. As they took their food to one of the tables, Papa joined them.


  “Congratulations. Bubba checked you out and cleared you to join us,” he started without preamble. “As I already told Uncle and Zed, I’m sending the three of you to Atlanta this afternoon.”


  “We have time to secure her gear?” Uncle asked.


  “Grab some duffels and pack what you need,” Papa said. “You can spend whatever’s necessary up there to get her properly equipped.”


  “Great,” she said. “Shopping on Black Friday. Just what I’d love to do.”


  “Sorry,” Uncle said with a smile. “Florida isn’t known for needing cold-weather gear. Not this far south.”


  “And we haven’t had to equip women before now,” Zed added.


  “I hope the plane has airsick bags.”


  “Why?” all three men asked.


  “I’m still a virgin in one way, boys.”


  “Never flown before, huh?” Papa asked.


  “Bingo.”


  His smile faded. “How much have they told you about what we’ve been through?”


  “Globe-trotting military guys saving the world from Kite and a batcrap crazy preacher.”


  “Close enough.” Papa directed his next comment to Uncle. “I’m sure you’ll be…busy before, but while you’re on the plane, make sure to let her peruse the evidence.”


  “Including what happened in LA?” Uncle asked.


  “Especially what happened in LA. And Barstow. And Atlanta. She’s now our de facto medical officer while Doc’s pulling lab duty. Therefore, she needs to know everything.”


  Dread threatened to settle over her. “What happened in LA and Barstow?” she asked. “I mean, I know it’s toast and all.”


  Papa focused on her again. “There’s a reason LA went so fast,” he said. “Not because of the earthquake and riots, either. Reverend Silo unleashed Kite there.”


  Queasiness set in. “The virus?” She’d seen the memos. If they had anyone show up testing positive for Kite the drug, they were to report it to the CDC immediately and label it a “heroin-beta” overdose to prevent a public panic or confusion over the virus.


  They hadn’t seen any cases of it, yet, much to her immense relief. Just your garden variety heroin, meth, and the occasional pill OD.


  “The virus,” Papa confirmed. “Which reminds me. Panda’s bringing back another batch of experimental vaccinations with her. You’ll need to get one before you leave. They’ve already been through test runs up there. As well as the preliminary vaccine they developed. We’ve all had it already. Standard ops now. Doc will give you one of those here shortly.”


  “A vaccine?” That boggled her mind. “Is it safe? The new one?”


  “Safe, yes. Will it protect us against all strains of Kite? That they don’t know yet, which is why it’s not a general release. It’ll protect us against many strains, though.”


  She tried to absorb that. “Many?”


  “Over a dozen.”


  “Wow.” That was far better than she’d thought. “They’re that close, huh?”


  “Exactly why we needed that accelerated culture medium from the hospital. Not to brag, but we are trying to save the world.”


  “That’s something, I guess.” She was up on most of her vaccinations, including some she’d never need as the average citizen for diseases usually only seen in third-world countries. But once the world situation happened, the hospital had made sure all its staff had been fully vaccinated as a pre-emptive precaution.


  Papa had a few more instructions for Uncle and Zed before returning his focus to her. “You going to be able to handle being here? If not, we’ll get you back to your life and even compensate you for your time. But we need a promise of secrecy from you.”


  She thought about it, looking from Zed to Uncle before staring down Papa. “I don’t know if I can handle it or not,” she admitted. “And I’m definitely no hero. But if you’re that close to an answer and I can help…Well, I’m in.”


  “Good. Welcome aboard.” He shook hands with her again before leaving them to go talk to someone else.


  The men talked, to each other and others, while she sat in silent contemplation as she ate.


  She could actually be making a real difference on a global scale. Yes, she’d signed up to be a doctor as a way to know she’d never be downsized out of a job in any market, but it was starting to get hammered home that there was a far bigger picture.


  One she’d willfully ignored until now because of losing her parents so many years ago.


  Maybe she was destined to help save the world after all. They hadn’t set out to save the world. They’d wanted to go to college, which was why they’d enlisted. They’d wanted a better life for themselves and for her.


  It was only horrifically bad luck they’d both been killed by a well-aimed enemy rocket while traveling together, inbound on a combat troop transport. They’d been assigned to the same base as a married couple, but her mom was a mechanical specialist while her dad was in infantry.


  They shouldn’t have died together. In a perfect world, of course, they would have come home together.


  This was far from a perfect world.


  And they’d only had nine months left in their enlistment, which was why she’d been staying with her grandmother.


  Once they finished breakfast and had washed their mess kits, and Leta had received the initial vaccine from Doc, the three of them returned to their room. She’d wanted to get frisky with them, but now she had other questions.


  First, she got comfy, sitting cross-legged in the middle of the bedrolls. “So what, exactly, happened in LA and Barstow? And Atlanta?”


  The men exchanged a glance, Zed apparently deferring to Uncle.


  Uncle went over to one of his duffel bags and retrieved a tablet. After queuing something up, he handed it to her.


  It was a video. After glancing at him for confirmation, she hit play.


  Five minutes later, she hit pause and glanced around, looking for a garbage can, hoping she wouldn’t need to puke.


  “Okay,” she quietly said. “So this is all because of that crazy preacher guy?” She wasn’t religious at all. She’d gone to a couple of different services while in college and then decided what little sleep she got to start with wasn’t worth trading in the occasional weekend hour for. That’s why she didn’t know who the guy was.


  The men nodded. “That, and more,” Uncle said.


  “Well,” Zed said, “technically North Korea is the original culprit, but as far as LA goes, yeah. And Barstow happened because of LA.”


  “Is Silo behind what happened to those two women in Atlanta? And exactly what did happen in Atlanta?”


  Another exchanged glance between them. “It’s…complicated.”


  She leaned back on her arms and stared at them. “Can we start at the beginning and fill me in?”


  This time, the men exchanged what looked, to her, like a resigned glance.


  “Guys,” she gently said, “not that I’m trying to avoid sex with you, but if we’re going to have plenty of time to ourselves up there, I’d like to know this now. Otherwise, I’m not going to be able to focus on anything else until I do know it. I need to be fully informed. Since Papa seems to think I should know it, make with the facts, please.”


  The men settled on the end of the bedrolls. Uncle started off, explaining the triggering events in North Korea, the scientists, the short-circuited plan to stop the virus right there. Why China nuked North Korea—aka TMFU—where they came into things, and fast-forwarding through Australia, Hawaii, Mexico, Los Angeles, Seattle, and how they came to be in Florida. Atlanta. And, the latest development, destroying a Kite drug lab in Houston.


  Staring at the paused video on the tablet, her finger hovered over it before she drew her hand back. “I think I’ll wait to watch the rest on the plane.”


  “You sure?” Zed asked. “It’s kind of gory.”


  “Yeah. I’m sure.” She switched the tablet off. “I’m probably going to be air sick anyway. Might as well have a valid reason, besides being a puss.”


  Her stomach rolled again, but not dangerously so. More like a burp you could taste in the back of your mouth kind of way. “Then again, I didn’t puke in anatomy classes while working with a cadaver. Maybe I’ll be okay.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Uncle gave Leta credit, she was handling all of this information being thrown at her like a trouper. She seemed fairly steady up to that point, despite everything she’d just learned.


  Actually, he didn’t know why he was surprised. Considering she was far from her best when they’d first encountered her and she still managed to handle them—literally—she was proving herself quite well already.


  “You all right?” he asked her.


  “Not really, no, but I don’t have a choice. So yeah, I’ll be okay eventually.”


  “Your call, what you want to do.”


  “I think I’d better get packed. Will my stuff be okay here?”


  “Yeah. Absolutely. We’ll take what you need and the rest can stay here with the other gear.” When they’d helped her repack, she actually had about half of what it looked like she had, due to the fact that she’d simply thrown everything into garbage bags. Folding and rolling her clothes had reduced the mass greatly.


  Of course, they were men used to traveling a lot, packing light, packing well.


  “And my car?”


  “We’ll leave the keys in case they need to move it.”


  A brief crack appeared in her facade, a look of fear that crossed her face, gone again before she likely even realized it was there. When Uncle glanced at Zed, his partner’s gaze had already shifted, focusing on him.


  He’d seen it, too, then.


  Uncle and Zed moved as one, sitting on either side of her and putting their arms around her. A ragged, shuddering breath escaped her.


  “It’s not too late to back out,” Uncle softly said, almost afraid to utter it.


  “No. I don’t want to back out. Just trying to get my head around it all.”


  “It’s a lot to take in,” Zed agreed.


  “Yeah. That’s an understatement.”


  Uncle wanted to offer her one last out. “If you’d rather stay here—”


  “No.” She looked up at him. “You trying to get rid of me already?” A tired, sexy smile curled the corners of her lips in a deliciously adorable way. She wasn’t even trying and she could harden his cock.


  That wasn’t due to him being horny. That was due to her being that spunky, that willing to stick with this.


  With them.


  “No,” he said. “Definitely don’t want to get rid of you.”


  “Culture shock,” she said. “That’s kind of what this is for me. If I can help and you aren’t depending on me to shoot anyone, then I’m in.”


  Zed made her look at him, concern on his features. “Your boyfriend. He never…”


  “What? Hit me?” She snorted. “No, he wouldn’t have dared, even if he was that kind of guy. Hit a woman who could drug him and turn his insides into outsides while he slept? Not hardly. Gary isn’t a bad guy. Just not the right guy for me. He was fun and I was lonely when we first got together. But he’s one-dimensional.”


  “How so?” Uncle asked.


  “There’s more to life than just sex. Having a conversation with the guy that didn’t involve intercourse or oral was just…well, he might have been great at cunnilingus, but he wasn’t a very cunning linguist, if you know what I mean.”


  Once what she’d said finally pierced through his brain, the laughter rolled out of him and Zed both. He hugged her close. “Babe, no problems with us keeping you satisfied in any way you so desire.”


  “Oh, yeah?”


  “Yeah.” He nodded toward Zed. “He’s done some flight time, but is well acquainted with a wide variety of topics, including literature and music.”


  “You are, huh?”


  Zed shrugged.


  “I,” Uncle continued, “hoped to one day maybe get a college degree and teach literature.”


  “No shit?”


  “No shit.”


  She smirked. “Can’t judge a couple of monkeys by their covers, huh?”


  “We’re screwed,” Zed said to Uncle. “You realize that, right? She’s going to have us wrapped around her so tight, all the way to the balls.”


  “You complaining?” she asked, still wearing that smile.


  “Nope,” Uncle said. “Not complaining in the least. Life in the apocalypse was getting kind of boring, truth be told.”


  “Yeah,” Zed said. “Boooring.”


  “Let’s get your gear squared away,” Uncle said. He pressed a kiss to her temple. “Tonight we’ll make up for lost time.”


  She nodded. “That’s for sure. I think we need some ‘get to know you’ time anyway.” She smiled up at him and he knew he was in love despite the short time he’d known her. More than just lust, for sure.


  The trust in her eyes, the light in her smile—he wanted to keep her smiling like that.


  “Yeah,” Uncle said. “Because I know me and him want this to last with you. I want to know everything about you.”


  “Orphaned child of military parents avoids helping to save the world by going to medical school…and ends up helping to save the world.” Another brief flash of weariness, this time showing through in her tone.


  “Well, when you put it like that,” Zed joked.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Leta had time to get a shower and do her laundry before the men showed her more garment magic with folding and packing. By the time they heard the plane circling around and preparing to land, they’d schlepped her gear down to the dock for her and wouldn’t let her carry anything.


  She’d had another round of introductions with the team there, minus the ones who were working inside the lab.


  Not that she was any closer to remembering their names than she was before. Uncle and Zed assured her she’d eventually get them all down.


  The pilot, under Doc’s supervision, had offloaded some gear wrapped in black plastic bags, as well as sample cases that several men hauled down the dock and up toward the buildings, presumably to deliver to the lab. She handed Doc a small box of pre-loaded syringes. “And the new vaccines to distribute.”


  “Thanks.”


  Panda flashed Leta a smile. “Don’t let all that junk scare you. Mostly returning the empty cases. No deposit on those things, unfortunately.”


  “Okay.”


  The pilot’s smile faded. “You all right?”


  “Take it easy on her this flight,” Zed warned. “She’s a virgin.”


  “Ah. Don’t worry, there’s smooth air between here and where we’re going. Unlike some of these guys, I don’t have a need to torture anyone with a rough flight.”


  Leta glanced at the two men and the frowns they cast Panda’s way.


  “Not saying these two,” Panda clarified. She turned to Uncle. “Don’t deny it. I heard the story about Echo and his antics with the helo in Santa Clarita.”


  Uncle waved it off. “That was to make the other pilot fly him so he didn’t get himself killed. Wasn’t for shits and giggles.”


  “Is this a story I want to hear?” Leta asked him.


  “Maybe once we’re back on terra firma.” Uncle helped Zed load their gear. “And safely tucked into bed.”


  “How long will the flight take?” Leta asked.


  “Not long,” Panda assured her. “Less than two hours.”


  The three of them received the new version of the experimental vaccine from Doc before they loaded their gear and themselves into the plane.


  Leta was settled and buckled in and had already scoped out the location of air sick bags. She’d opted for a window seat, and Uncle sat next to her, Zed in the row in front of them.


  As Panda got the engines fired up and they taxied away from the dock, Leta tightly gripped Uncle’s hand.


  “This is a piece of cake, baby,” he gently assured her. “Panda’s the best.”


  A few minutes later, they were up in the air and Leta was, for the first time in her life, looking down at the ground without something firmly attached to the earth being under her feet.


  Gulp.


  Nut up. My parents could do this. They died doing this.


  She’d spent a lot of years pep-talking herself exactly like that. What would her parents have done? What had her parents survived? How could she sit there and whine about something piddly when in the grand scheme of things, she was alive and should be grateful for that factoid and that she wasn’t living in China or India or hell, North Korea.


  She was alive and damned lucky.


  No room for whiners.


  She didn’t try to pull her hand from Uncle’s, glad to have the comforting contact with him. This was crazy, and whether or not it was due in any small part to the circumstances of their initial meeting, she felt…bonded to them. In a good way.


  Like this was meant to be.


  Only once she was sure her stomach was going to cooperate did she ask Uncle for the tablet. He got it for her and queued up the video.


  She fast-forwarded it to where she’d left off, slipped on the pair of headphones he’d also brought her, and hit play.


  And she hoped her stomach held steady, because what she was learning had made her sick to her stomach. To the very visceral depths of her soul.


  


  * * * *


  


  Zed wasn’t altogether sure they might not lose Leta yet. He couldn’t see the details of what part of the video she was at. Gauging from her facial expressions, it wasn’t hard to guess when she’d reached the point where they’d started unzipping the body bags they’d retrieved from the LA facility’s coolers and videoed that part of the operation, before they’d torched the place.


  Barstow.


  Later, she worked her way to the Atlanta footage. He knew Scooter was aware that footage existed, but Victor and Uni, Scooter’s men, had asked that they didn’t discuss it around her.


  They were her friends, her roommates, who’d been taken apart by Silo’s hired goons. Women she’d loved more than sisters, adopted family. Losing them had gutted her emotionally.


  Zed also wasn’t sure he agreed with them letting Ax go off on his own with Mary Silo, but Bubba assured them it was what had to happen, and he hadn’t steered them wrong yet.


  Maybe there was even some other operation in place by another SOTIF team to track the duo and it was a plan to get Mary Silo brought in.


  He didn’t know.


  What he did know was that he wanted to do whatever they had to do to try to keep Leta wanting to stay with their group. It went without saying they’d protect her, keep her safe. Another reason he was glad she’d stated she wanted to learn how to shoot.


  All their women needed to be able to defend themselves. Annie and Chief were former military, and Chief had spent years in law enforcement. Panda was technically still active military. Their other women, even Pandora, had learned more than the basics. Hell, Pandora had actually saved their asses in Mexico when an operation went sideways on them.


  Their vicious little snowflake.


  That morning, before they’d caught up with Leta on the beach, Papa had given them his blessings to spend time with Leta, as much as they could. Another reason to ship them to Atlanta. With the SOTIF team stationed at the CDC, they weren’t needed there all the time. They’d have hours during the day all to themselves where they wouldn’t need to be on duty.


  They could spend time alone together, the three of them.


  Staying down in Florida meant taking their turns on watches, and less time with Leta.


  I need to remember to thank the old man for this.


  By the time they made their final approach to the airport, Leta had switched off the tablet again and stared out the window. In thought or just watching the landscape, he didn’t know. He didn’t want to interrupt her before she was ready to speak.


  In fact, he was starting to get more than a little concerned after they’d landed when she hadn’t said anything at all.


  Victor met them at the airport to shuttle them to the safe house with a helicopter.


  “This our new doc?” Victor asked.


  She offered a sick-looking smile. “Snarky,” she said as she stuck her hand out.


  He laughed. “Pleased to meet you. I’m sure I’ll find out soon enough how you got that name.”


  “Hey, go easy on her with the flight, please?” Zed asked. “She’s a total noob.”


  “Ah. Roger roger.” Victor offered her a kind smile. “Don’t worry, it’s perfect flying weather today.”


  “Thanks, I appreciate it. I’m sure I’ll get used to it eventually and you won’t have to baby me anymore.”


  “Eh, docs in this unit get preferential treatment by necessity,” Victor said, all teasing wiped from his expression. “We sort of need you people at your best, at the top of your game. Anything I can do to make your job easier, just say so.”


  “I’m not saving the world,” she said. “I’m just backup medical support. I’ll toughen up.”


  Zed touched her shoulder. “He’s right, though. We need all of our medical personnel on their A-game. Don’t be bashful about speaking up if you need something.”


  “I just need to get my feet under me and get used to how you all do things,” she said. “Seriously, I’ll be okay in a few days. This has been a major adjustment for me.”


  “We need to take her shopping,” Uncle told Victor. “Are there any vehicles available back at base?”


  “Yeah, I flew the team in this morning. They’re all there.”


  After they’d transferred all their gear to the helo, Zed noticed how Leta stood outside the helo and stared into the interior, as if trying to force herself to get in. He climbed in and held a hand out to her, waiting.


  “We won’t let anything happen to you, babe. Victor’s flown larger birds than this over oceans. We trust him with our lives and yours.”


  He watched the way her throat worked as she nervously swallowed before taking his hand and letting him help her inside.


  


  * * * *


  


  Leta knew she had to trust these men. She’d willingly thrown her hat in with them, and they’d completely integrated her into their unit.


  Getting comfortable flying was an inevitable part of the situation.


  I can do this.


  All she had to do was sit there and hopefully not get airsick.


  She’d shivered in the cold air between getting off the plane and before climbing into the helicopter. Uncle had loaned her a jacket of his to wear over her long-sleeved sweatshirt, leaving him in a black, long-sleeved shirt that looked painted onto his firm torso.


  Yum.


  Even with her jeans and sneakers she felt chilly. In south Florida, they rarely felt cold like this, and even then usually only at night. Despite the bright sun, it was not even fifty degrees here.


  Once they were all strapped in and had donned headsets, Victor got the engine started. This time, it was Zed sitting next to her and holding her hand, with Uncle seated across from them and offering her a smile.


  “This won’t take long,” he assured her.


  She nodded, not daring to speak as her stomach lurched. She felt the helicopter lifting, moving, the sound of the engine increasing with the effort. It wasn’t until a few minutes later, when Zed peeled her fingers from around his hand and held on with the other that she realized she’d had a death grip on him.


  “Sorry.”


  “It’s okay,” he said. And that smile of his, it lit dark places inside her she hadn’t even known existed. “You hold on as tightly as you need to. I just have to change hands every so often to let the blood flow to my fingers.”


  Yeah, she was a sucker for them already.


  She didn’t even try looking out the windows. Within a few minutes, it felt like, they were landing again. Only then did she really take a look. There appeared to be tall pine trees surrounding the open field they’d set down in, and what she could make out of grass and other vegetation looked brown and dead.


  Zed helped her unstrap and Uncle offered her a hand to emerge from the helicopter. There was another quick round of introductions. When she tried to help them and the men who’d walked out to meet them unload, Uncle waved her off.


  “Go on inside, honey. We’ll bring all this.”


  Omega, a large, black man who dwarfed Uncle and Zed, offered her a friendly smile. “Chief’s inside. She’ll start showing you around.”


  “Okay. Thanks.”


  She grabbed her purse and her bag with her computer and other breakable stuff in it and trudged through the dead grass in the field to the building. The door opened as she approached, a woman with a gun on her hip giving her a warm smile.


  “Welcome to your new home away from home.”


  “Thanks. Chief?”


  “That’s me.” She shook with Leta. “I won’t ask why Papa dubbed you Snarky, but would you rather be called something else?”


  “No, if I’m part of the team, I’ll suck it up and accept it.” She smiled. “Besides, you already have a Doc.”


  “True. That could get confusing. We set you three up in a single room. Not the fanciest digs, but you have a door that closes and you three won’t have to share the space with anyone else.”


  “Beats sleeping in my car, I’m sure.” She followed Chief through the building as the other woman gave her a quick tour, ending up at the room they’d be staying in. A king-sized mattress had been pushed into one corner, several new packs of sheets and pillows lying on top of it.


  Leta set her things down next to the wall. “I’m still not sure what I’m supposed to be doing other than being a doctor. I’d feel weird just sitting around twiddling my thumbs all day long, and I won’t be much help in the lab.”


  “You can help with kitchen stuff, chores, things like that. I take it Uncle and Zed have plans to get you some range time?”


  “Shooting?”


  “Yeah.”


  “I asked them to teach me to shoot. I don’t want to be totally helpless.”


  “Good. If they turn out to be sucky teachers, let me know. I’ll take you.”


  “Did I hear right that you were law enforcement?”


  “That’s me. Former MP, too.” Her smile faded. “I’m not going to promise you that the rest of this mission will be a cakewalk, but seriously, it’s likely that in a few weeks we’ll be done with this mission and able to move on with our lives. By New Year’s, we all might be scattered to the four winds and the world could be on its way to healing.”


  It was hard for her to wrap her head around that. “Are they seriously that close to a vaccine?”


  “I actually saw Mama grinning like a loon this morning.” Chief let out a laugh. “That woman is as grim as they come. If this latest round of testing works out, that could be all they need to make the announcement and get a vaccine into production.”


  “Wow.”


  Zed and Uncle entered with a load of stuff and set it down. “This is us?” Uncle asked.


  “This is us,” Leta confirmed.


  Zed nodded. “Cool. An actual bed.” The men high-fived each other before they traipsed back out.


  “Come on and let me give you the detailed tour,” Chief said. She led Leta down a hallway and into what had apparently been an open warehouse or manufacturing area of the building. In the back, a lab area had been set up, several studded lumber walls covered on both sides and over the top with layers of thick plastic sheeting.


  Leta shivered as she rubbed her arms. “God, it’s cold out here.”


  “On purpose,” Chief explained. “Helps to make sure that, just in case, if the virus does escape their containment protocols, it’ll quickly die. Doesn’t like anything under fifty degrees, apparently. The colder, the better. We keep the front area heated, since that’s the living quarters. This is all staging and the lab.”


  “How long do they spend at the CDC every day?”


  “Depends. Last week they all stayed overnight one night while waiting on some test runs to finish.” Leta followed Chief back inside, past the kitchen and dining area to a smaller room at one end of the hall.


  Chief flipped on the light. There was a massage table set up in the middle of the room, and several large plastic tubs neatly lined along the wall. “Infirmary,” Chief said. “Should you need to treat anyone.”


  Leta walked over and peeked inside the bins to find everything she’d need to do basic examinations and all the way up to triaging and even some meatball emergency field surgery.


  “Doc gave Omega a list and they grabbed everything on it,” Chief explained. “He said with two bases, we needed two set-ups. He’s got the other set up down in Florida.”


  “You have access to the CDC, though. I thought their facility was connected to a hospital.”


  “And that’s a thirty-minute flight, or nearly an hour drive, depending on the time of day. If there’s anything you think is missing from that, make a list. We’ll get it.”


  “Thanks.” She turned back to Chief. “I feel…kind of useless.”


  “No, don’t think like that. Everyone has a job. Before we got a helo, Victor was sort of mopey that he was down to taking watches, but you know what? If that’s what has to be done, we all chip in and do what we can. Pandora’s a reporter. She’s been helping Bubba and Lima sift through data they’ve scraped from the church’s servers.”


  “I can’t shoot, and I’m definitely not a computer expert.”


  “When Scooter joined us, she was a bank teller. She provided insight we didn’t have and has been helping with the data mining, too. Annie was a sniper and a mechanic. Ak is a mechanic. Stu, she’s a computer programmer. Doesn’t matter what your skill is, we’ll use it. And when we don’t need that particular skill, there are plenty of support ops needing doing that don’t involve a gun. Long as you aren’t averse to helping out with KP or laundry.”


  “I can do that.”


  Leta heard the men return with another load of stuff and walked over to the door to look.


  “I was going to get dinner started,” Chief said. “You can help me now, if you’d like.”


  “Yeah, thanks.” As she followed Chief through the building, Leta realized none of this felt…real. It was like she was watching a TV series or something.


  This is my new life.


  It definitely would take some getting used to. Especially the two hunky men who wore a burning hunger in their gazes every time she caught them staring at her.


  Then again, she knew she’d easily get used to that. And them.


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  After dinner was served and everything cleaned up, Uncle and Zed got the keys to an SUV from Omega and set out with Leta to buy her some cold-weather gear. All three of them took surgical masks with them to wear while out and about. They first stopped at a camping store that wasn’t nearly as busy as Leta thought it’d be considering it was the biggest shopping day of the year.


  “Lot of people can’t afford to shop,” Uncle said. They talked in low tones as they moved through the store together, filling a shopping cart with whatever she needed to not freeze her native Floridian keister off. “Lot of poverty in this region. Lot of people in the rural areas barely making it, especially this time of year.”


  She’d been isolated from that as a ward of the state. Might not have been the greatest food on her plate, but there was always enough of it, clothes on her back, a bed to sleep in. And as an adult, once she was earning her own way, she hadn’t wanted for much. Then again, she’d grown up living with only the bare necessities.


  It was after dark when they returned, and they were just in time for Leta to meet the research team—Mama, Waldo, Q, and Clara.


  “Thank goodness we have a doctor here now,” Clara said.


  “Don’t go teaching her castrations,” Uncle teased.


  Clara evilly grinned. “Would I do that?” she sweetly asked.


  “Yes,” everyone else said before laughter broke out.


  “I take it there’s a story?” Leta asked.


  “We’ll fill you in later,” Zed said. “Preferably after playtime and before we fall asleep.”


  “I’ll hold you to that.”


  After a vigorous romp in bed, Leta did manage to get the castration story out of the men before she fell asleep.


  Saturday morning, it was barely daylight outside when she heard people up and moving around. She dressed and slipped out of the bedroom. After using the bathroom, she headed to the kitchen, where Chief looked half asleep.


  “Oh, good. Help. Please.” She was struggling with the coffee maker, which had decided to go feral and rebel against her attempts to get the basket correctly placed in it. That straightened out, Leta dug out an electric skillet and started cracking eggs to scramble while Chief tackled pancakes.


  “They work seven days a week, I take it?” Leta asked.


  “Yep. They want to fix this.” She glanced over at Leta. “The guys tell you about TMFU and what happened?”


  “I’m up to speed.”


  “Don’t hate them,” Chief said. “The scientists, I mean. I know that sounds crazy, but they didn’t want to be put into the position they ended up in.”


  “So you’re from LA?”


  “Not LA proper. Little town just to the north, still part of the county, though.”


  “Did you have to…you know…deal with any Kiters?”


  The hospital staff had been instructed to administer a fatal dose of po-clo to anyone testing positive for the virus. Leta avoided the secure drug storeroom where the cases of the pre-loaded boluses were kept.


  It creeped her out seeing them.


  “I had to shoot my former boss,” Chief said, her tone grim. “He’d gone down to the city with others to help out with the riots and barely made it home. Snuck back in. Covered in blood, even though he wasn’t bit. But he was blue. Gave it to his wife, too. We were standing in his driveway and he tried to draw on me. I was faster.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “I wasn’t going to let him shoot me or the guys.”


  “Guys?”


  “Omega and Echo were with me. We went to check on his wife. We found them packing their cars, getting ready to go meet up with their kids and grandkids.”


  Leta shuddered. “Yikes.”


  “Yeah. His wife…she begged me to kill her, too. I gave her a dose of po-clo on her couch.” The woman went still for a moment, lost in her memories. “It was very peaceful for her.” She met Leta’s gaze. “But all those people in Barstow, infected and not, they may have gone quick but it damn sure wasn’t peaceful.”


  “Do you have any regrets about joining up with the unit?”


  “No. Not a single one. We’ve got to get this shit solved, and fast. Why? Are you regretting it?”


  “No, not for my sake. I’m worried I’ll be a drag on resources.”


  Chief shook her head as she flipped pancakes. “No. You’re a doctor. We need more doctors.”


  “But I’m not a researcher.”


  “Doesn’t matter. Team like this, a doctor is a welcomed addition. Especially someone with trauma experience.”


  Within thirty minutes, the research team had finished eating and left together as the sound of an arriving helicopter filtered into the building. Her own men had come in to check on her earlier, grabbed coffee, and left again, promising to return to eat after the research team had finished. Leta had met everyone and noted that they seemed to be in high spirits.


  “There’s their ride,” Chief said.


  There weren’t any windows in the room they were using as the kitchen and dining area. “Is it safe for them?”


  “Omega and Echo will go out with them, and the others, until they’re in the air again. A SOTIF team runs security at the facility. They’re safe.”


  A few minutes later, after the sound of the helicopter departing reached them, sure enough Leta’s men returned to have their breakfast.


  “Time for us to eat,” Chief said. “Thanks for the help.”


  “Glad I can be useful for something.” They took their plates over to the tables to eat. Besides her and Chief, there were Omega and Echo, Uncle and Zed, Clara’s men, twins Oscar and Yankee, and Victor, their resident helo pilot.


  “Can I ask a dumb question?” Leta started.


  They all nodded. “There are no dumb questions,” Omega said. “You’re new. We expect questions.”


  “Why aren’t there more of you here?”


  Everyone deferred to Omega. “Chief here is as good as one of us, with her training and experience. That gives us eight guns, minimum. The Florida base is larger, more ground to cover, so we need more personnel there. We had Ax here, before he left—”


  “The hacker?”


  “That’s him.”


  “Why was he allowed to leave?”


  “There are some things we don’t question because it’s above our pay grade. He’s still in touch and will keep working with us. Today, your guys will take you out and start working with you at the gun range.” He turned to Uncle. “And go on and take her to the lab once you’re done. Show her around there. I’ll call ahead and tell them you’ll be stopping by. Get her an official ID and everything so she’s got it.”


  Her stomach rolled. “No, I’m good. Really.”


  Omega smiled. “You need to know where it is and how it’s laid out in case we ever need to go there in a hurry. Be prepared. Everyone stationed up here needs to know all the layouts, just in case.”


  “In case of what?”


  “Bug out,” Chief said. “Something happens and we have to move fast, it’s all hands. The lab samples and data take priority over everything else.”


  “But it’s the CDC.”


  “Precautions,” everyone said before breaking into laughter.


  Uncle reached over and gently squeezed her hand. “Sorry. We dealt with a lot, including an earthquake. Being prepared is how we stay alive. I’m sure the hospital you worked at had trauma drills, right?”


  “True. I didn’t think about it like that. I did mention I have no military experience, right?”


  His green eyes crinkled at the outer corners. “A couple of times, babe.”


  “It’s okay,” Chief said. “We’ll get you up to speed.”


  


  * * * *


  


  After cleaning up the kitchen and grabbing herself a shower, Leta left with her men. They stopped first at a military surplus store that carried even more gear than the sporting goods store they’d hit yesterday evening after their arrival.


  Once the men had her well-equipped, including a couple more duffel bags for her stuff, they headed to the gun range.


  She stood there and watched Uncle and Zed explain everything to her yet her mind wanted to wander. As she watched their hands with the gun, a nine millimeter, she couldn’t help but think about what they’d managed to do to her in bed thus far with those same hands.


  When it was her turn to replicate what they’d just shown her, Uncle was the first to smirk. “You weren’t paying attention.”


  “I can’t help it that you two distract me.”


  The men shared a glance. “You said you wanted to learn how to shoot.”


  “I do.”


  “Then pay attention.”


  “Monkey see, monkey do?” She flashed him what she hoped was a playful smile.


  He rolled his eyes and showed her again. She managed to retain enough of the info this time that she could load rounds into the magazine, and then load the magazine into the gun.


  Field stripping the gun and reassembling it, however, still tripped her up.


  “We’ll work on that back at base,” Zed said. “Let’s get you shooting.”


  Uncle started, showing her how to fire it. When she picked up the gun, he stood behind her, his arms around her, showing her how to hold it, how to aim properly.


  And she gave thanks when he kept his hands around hers the first time she fired it, because it spooked her so much she nearly dropped the damn thing.


  “You made it look easy,” she said, feeling shaky and more than a little queasy.


  “That’s because we’ve done it a lot,” Zed said. “Don’t worry. It’ll get easier.”


  After two hours in the range, however, it didn’t feel any easier. At least she could hit the target and not drop the gun. She’d learned how to clear it if it jammed, and felt reasonably certain she could operate it without shooting herself.


  “I hope I don’t ever need to use this for real,” she said.


  “You worried you might not be able to shoot someone because you’re a doctor?” Uncle asked without a hint of levity in his tone.


  She thought about the evidence she’d seen from Los Angeles, and the two women murdered in Atlanta. “No, if someone was trying to kill me or someone I cared about, I absolutely could pull the trigger. I’m just worried about not being able to hit a person with my aim. Or accidentally hitting someone I don’t want to hit.”


  “We’ll keep working with you,” Zed assured her. “We’ll have plenty of time.”


  Now that she knew the basics and was fairly confident she wouldn’t be shooting herself with the gun, they outfitted her with a concealed holster that kept the gun handy in the middle of her back, clipped to her belt.


  “I feel very outlawish,” she admitted as they left the range and returned to the SUV.


  “Outlawish?” Zed teased.


  “You know what I mean. Now where to?”


  “The lab,” the men said in unison.


  Leta knew protesting would do no good, so she focused on the landscape as Uncle drove them. Everything here was brown and dead-looking, patches of slushy snow still hiding out in deeply shaded areas from the previous winter storm to blow through. Another was due in late tomorrow, and the team would likely have to cut their work day short, or stay overnight at the lab to wait out the weather.


  “You’ve never been outside of Florida?” Zed asked.


  “Nope. Couldn’t afford it. State doesn’t pay to send orphaned kids on vacations to the Grand Canyon.”


  “That some place you’d like to see?” Uncle asked.


  “One day, yeah. Lots of places I’ve read about that I’d like to see here in the US. Doesn’t even count places elsewhere, except that with the state of the world I’m sure I’ll never see any of them. Not sure I want to travel to see them until the all-clear is sounded about Kite.”


  “You know,” Uncle said. “Once we’re set loose, we could get an RV and tour the US.”


  She stared at him over the seat. Sitting on the passenger side behind Zed, she had an unobstructed view of the side of Uncle’s head.


  The expression he wore was undecipherable.


  “You serious?”


  “Yeah,” Zed said. “Completely.”


  Her heart raced. “What about my job?”


  Zed turned his head to the side, toward her. “That’s up to you. When we’re finally free, we won’t need to work for a long time, if ever. Between what we’ve got saved up and the bonuses we’ll get for, oh, saving the damn planet, we’ll be set.”


  “You barely know me,” she said. “How can you even be sure you’ll want to spend time with me?”


  “We can say the same thing,” Uncle countered. “We’re not going to be stupid and say yep, this is for life, when none of us even know what tomorrow will hold. For now, I’m good with thinking about things the three of us can look forward to in the future should good luck hold out.”


  She thought about it some more. “I always wanted to see Mt. St. Helens.”


  “We could do that, too,” Uncle said. “It’s pretty country out there.”


  The hills here in Georgia were different than she was used to. While parts of Florida’s interior central and northern sections were somewhat hilly, this landscape made Florida look flat by comparison.


  “I’d like to see Yellowstone.”


  “I would, too,” Zed said. “I’ve never been there.”


  “Does it make me a shallow person to ignore parts of the world dying off and planning a vacation with two guys I just met?”


  “No, it makes you human.” Uncle stopped for a light and glanced back at her. “Person has to have a goal they’re looking forward to, something to keep them going. Otherwise, it’s easier to lay down and die. I don’t feel like doing that, so I’ll keep some goals in mind.”


  She nodded.


  And since the conversation had taken a decidedly grim turn, she opted to lighten it. “Going to go for your college degree, too? Once this is over?” she asked Uncle.


  “Maybe. Depends.”


  “On what?”


  “On what we’re doing. Might be having too much fun traveling.”


  Zed let out a chuckle. “Or doing other things when we’re not traveling. I’m tired of not having a private life and personal time.”


  The men fist-bumped.


  She considered that. She was used to going to work, long hours, yes, but her time was just that—hers. “You know, don’t let me make all the plans, here.”


  “I think traveling is a great idea,” Uncle said. He looked at Zed.


  “Same here.”


  “Why do I get the feeling you’re just humoring me?” she asked.


  This time, Zed turned so he could meet her gaze over the back of the seat. He wore a smile. “Because we’ve lived through some shit lately,” he said. “I’ll take orders from a gorgeous, blue-eyed doctor over Uncle Sam any day of the week, no matter what it is I’m ordered to do.”


  “Ditto,” Uncle chimed in.


  They fist-bumped again.


  “And we’re here.” Uncle turned the SUV into a secure parking garage, swiping a badge that allowed the gate’s arm to swing up and admit them.


  “I don’t have an ID,” she said.


  “You will,” Uncle told her as he found a parking spot. “We sort of have an in with the head of security.”


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  Saturday morning, Jerald thought about leaving St. Louis and surprising Hannibal in Vermont, but he didn’t have an excuse adequate enough to keep the man’s suspicion at bay.


  He also didn’t like that Hannibal had called a spur-of-the-moment sermon together for the kids in the compound, one he wanted a film crew to broadcast live on the network, including following him around as he had the kids show him their agriculture projects on the compound’s roof.


  Almost like he wanted there to be no doubt as to his whereabouts. Anyone tuned in to the network on their TV, or on the live feed on the Internet—or one of the hundreds of people gathered around him—could testify that they saw Hannibal Silo right there in Vermont. He was doing a damned good acting job, too, walking slow, hunched over, looking weak and frail.


  The perfect act. A harmless old preacher.


  What are you up to, old man?


  All he could do was watch the feed himself. No sign of a handler, other than the network’s producer who was there already to help film the scheduled Sunday and Monday sermons.


  Of course Jerald had already checked Hannibal’s call records.


  Nothing.


  And no unusual account activity he could spot from the bank accounts Hannibal frequently used for non-church stuff.


  Unless the man had other accounts. And perhaps a burner cell phone.


  Jerald threw his head back and scrubbed at his face with his hands. He had no clue what the hell he was doing anymore. Top of his list—kill Hannibal Silo. At this point, even if Mary didn’t come back, the bane of his existence would no longer matter. He could get the church away from all this bullshit and get the general’s attention off them, finally.


  He wouldn’t have to worry about Hannibal trying to frame him for everything.


  Because right now, that was his number one worry. He’d thought he was safe for years, when all he did was make himself the easy target. Of course he’d never thought Hannibal would sink to these insane depths. Who would think that?


  Unfortunately it meant he’d played right into the wily preacher’s hands.


  Grabbing his phone, he pulled up a password-protected PDF file with a list of phone numbers. Even the list was scrambled, his own secret code no one else would easily be able to figure out.


  From that list he made a phone call on a burner cell. It went to voice mail.


  As did the second call to a different number.


  And the third.


  Dammit.


  Those were all deeply rooted contacts he’d carefully cultivated over the years.


  If they weren’t answering their phones…


  How far did General Arliss’ reach extend after all?


  He returned his focus to the TV just in time to catch a glimpse of Hannibal staring straight into the camera before focusing on the young boy talking to him and explaining tomatoes or some shit. As if looking right at him. And he spotted something else in the man’s expression.


  A hint of glee, as if he were awaiting a present.


  Maybe I’m not the one most in danger after all.


  “What did you set in motion, Hannibal?” he softly asked the TV screen.


  


  * * * *


  


  Bubba stared at his computer screen. “Little to the left. Sorry, to your right.”


  Kant adjusted the sat-linked laptop so the camera showed the interior of the box truck’s cargo area. They’d lined the walls and floors with thick plastic sheeting.


  “That’s better.”


  “Can you hear all right?” Kant asked.


  “Yep. Go ahead and get started. We’re wasting time.”


  Kant was dressed in a plastic protective suit, head to toe, as was Dark.


  On the floor lay Darwin Goldfinch. At least the man had made it easy on them. He’d been the one to rent the truck in the first place, had driven it to his own house bright and early Saturday morning.


  So when Kant and Dark tasered him and tossed him in the back, they’d driven it off again, easy-peasy.


  It looked like Goldfinch had planned on moving out in a hurry, from the number of the boxes and plastic tubs lined up in his living room and ready to load. The fact that they’d followed him around all day Friday as he’d taken care of things, like visiting a bank, renting a storage unit, then spending over an hour at a travel agency, followed by a real estate agent—things that stood out in their minds as pretty certain clues the man was looking to leave for good.


  Now they were parked in the woods in the middle of nowhere, meaning no one would be able to hear the man scream.


  Except for the three of them.


  Bubba had cleared them full go from the moment they realized Goldfinch was preparing to bug out. That such an established man, with a relatively cushy government job that was nearly impossible to get fired from at his stage of his career, was ready to boogie meant only one thing.


  He’d flipped a switch on something that would run him over if he didn’t get out of the way in a hurry.


  And Kant and Dark suspected that something had to do with the Reverend Hannibal Silo.


  “You know how this works,” Bubba said. “They already checked you for a cyanide capsule, so you ain’t taking no easy way out. Start talking, and they’ll po-clo you quick.”


  “Aww,” Kant said. “I wanted to crucify him.”


  The man lay naked and shivering on the plastic sheeting underneath him. His hands had been secured behind him with plastic zip-ties. “I thought you fucking died, Carter.”


  “Yeah? So did a lot of people.” Bubba nodded to Dark, who kicked Goldfinch in the nuts.


  The man let out a pained grunt.


  “That’s for not trying to extract our team when you had intel we’d been compromised, asshole,” Bubba said. “Just be thankful I’m not there right now, or you’d be chewing on them already. What’d Silo hire you for?”


  “You think I’m going to tell you? Fuck you. I’m dead either way.”


  “Yeah, and how you die is what matters. I mean, really? You want to spend your last couple of hours being flayed alive?”


  Kant and Dark exchanged glances before looking at the computer. “I’m good with doing that,” Kant said.


  “Me, too,” Dark said.


  “Most fun I’ve had in a while,” Kant said.


  “I haven’t flayed anyone in a few years,” Dark said. “I think I remember the basics.”


  “Fuck you,” Goldfinch gasped.


  Bubba sat back. “Bravado? Fucking really? Okay. Hard way it is. You guys got the bolt cutters?”


  Kant walked toward the back of the truck, where the laptop was sitting on the floor, and picked up something from beyond the camera’s field of vision.


  Then he headed back toward Goldfinch, the bolt cutters in his hand.


  “Start with his toes,” Bubba said.


  He gave Goldfinch credit. The guy lasted through four of them, spread between both feet, before he started talking.


  CIA fuck wasn’t nearly as stone-cold as he thought he was, or he once was.


  Once they got him talking, he wouldn’t fucking shut up as shock and adrenaline took over.


  And Bubba got it all on video, including a bunch of shit he hadn’t even been asking about, but which he was sure Arliss would find very interesting.


  Especially since it implicated the President in several very messy international scandals.


  Well, technically some of those scandals were moot at this point due to the fact that the other countries involved no longer effectively existed anywhere other than within the halls of the UN and on maps and globes.


  Decisions, decisions.


  Goldfinch knew he was going to die and was talking, trying to prolong the inevitable, hoping to bargain or negotiate his survival. A tactic Bubba had seen countless others use. Hell, it was something they taught them in training.


  Which meant he was only giving them the lowest-level crap.


  He sent a quick encrypted text to Arliss before hitting mute on his computer and calling Papa.


  “Yeah?”


  “Pull the research team from the CDC lab. ASAP. Get them back to the safe house, and get all personnel up there brought in. Stay frosty. I’ll call you back in a few.”


  He unmuted the computer, where Goldfinch was now rambling about some fifteen-year-old coup attempt he’d helped orchestrate in some shit-stained republic in western Africa.


  “Get to the tl;dr,” Bubba ordered. “Otherwise, you’re dead right now.”


  “The President…she was the one who ordered Barstow. It wasn’t an accident.”


  Bubba snorted. “That’s old news, buddy. That’s the best you got?”


  Goldfinch’s eyes widened.


  The tell, Bubba knew, that it had been the best he had. The true headline.


  “Do it,” Mike said.


  Goldfinch struggled as Dark held him down while Kant pushed the po-clo.


  It was over in less than a minute.


  “Well, that was disappointing,” Dark said as he sat back. “I was promised a party.”


  “There’s one coming, gentlemen,” Bubba grimly said. “Clear out of there.”


  “What about him?”


  “Torch it. Go back to his house, search it, and torch it, too.”


  “Roger roger.”


  Kant walked over to the laptop, leaning in to pick it up, then holding it up so he could smile into the camera. “Did I say thank you? I would have had to spend the weekend helping my wife and daughter-in-law pick out wedding shit for my granddaughter’s wedding. I love them all, but geez, there’s only so much torture a man can endure! I’m payin’ for the damn wedding. Isn’t that enough?”


  Bubba smiled at him. “Thanks for taking one for the team.”


  Kant’s laughter abruptly cut off as the other man ended the connection.


  After shifting positions in his chair, Bubba called Papa back and gave him a longer version. As soon as he hung up with Papa, Bubba called Arliss.


  “Well?” the general grimly asked.


  “Done. And here’s what we know.”


  When he finished, Arliss let out a muttered string of epithets. “I’ll move another SOTIF team into position in Atlanta.”


  “Won’t matter. I’ll have them out of Atlanta by tomorrow at the latest.”


  “Where you sending them?”


  “Where we discussed. To our friends in the north. They’re the only ones at this point we can count on. The team is so close, we can’t let them fail.”


  “Pull them all in, then. Everyone you’ve got. Time to shut them all down. I’ll dispatch a team to Vermont.”


  “We can’t take Silo out yet.”


  “Why the hell not?”


  Bubba rubbed at the bridge of his nose. “If we take Silo out now, this close to Atlanta, it’ll look like it’s connected.”


  “It is connected.”


  “We can’t let the public or the press think that. That buys into every last crazy-assed conspiracy theory out there, and it’s counterproductive. Not to mention it’s just plain wrong. You’re just angry right now.”


  “Damn right I’m angry!”


  “New Year’s,” Bubba said. “We’ll have Mary Silo’s trust by then. Her help. And we should have a vaccine by then. For now, it’s business as usual. Silo wanted it to look like an insurgent group did this? That’s exactly what we’ll say. I’ll pull some old mop-up photos from the files and we’ll use those to release to the press. Use this to our advantage. The press will eat it up, that the government is not only protecting its smartest against the evil religious wackadoodle terrorists, but are still dedicated to not letting anything stop them. And it gives us time to finalize our other plans and set them into motion.”


  Arliss finally chuckled. “You learned well, didn’t you?”


  “I learned from the best, sir.”


  “Okay. Business as usual.”


  “We’ve cleaned house enough. I know Plan B is secure for our purposes. Just blank-check everything between here and there and contact your friend that he’s going to have an inbound load of precious cargo in the next forty-eight to seventy-two.”


  “That long?”


  “They can’t just bug-out without some prep down south. With…the middleman no longer in the picture, it would take longer than that for Silo to formulate another plan. This was likely his last, best chance.”


  “New Year’s, huh?”


  “Can you think of a better way to ring it in?”


  Arliss laughed. “Keep me posted.”


  “Ditto.” Bubba ended the call and set the cell phone on the counter. He’d have to bug-out soon, too. Get everyone moved to safety who needed to be transferred out.


  The threat was almost over, but unfortunately he knew from experience it was the most desperate people, the ones who had nothing left to lose, who were the most likely to randomly strike out.


  Silo had already done some pretty batshit stuff.


  While this was dangerous and irritating, what Silo didn’t know was that Goldfinch had seriously underestimated the situation. He’d had no idea there were close to three dozen SOTIF troops at the Atlanta CDC facility.


  Hell, not even the President knew about the existence of the SOTIF units guarding the hospital.


  It had been a literal suicide mission Mike could spin and use to further their own narrative against Silo, when the time was right.


  Now it was time to set the final series of gears in motion to completely obliterate Silo for good. For the sake of domestic peace, certain illusions had to be preserved for the citizens.


  Attacking a well-known preacher would not go over well with anyone, regardless of what evidence they provided. Silo’s downfall had to look like either he took his own life, or a natural progression of events due to the evidence Ax was releasing, or something else that could not be tied back to the government.


  There couldn’t be any hint of conspiracy around the man’s fate or they’d risk turning him into a martyr in the long run.


  Bubba sent an encrypted message to the one operative he was most concerned about at that moment and bumped up their timeline. With that done, he took a moment to look around the small apartment. By this time next year, hopefully Kite would be a thing of the past and the United States would be a far better place than it’d been before TMFU.


  One thing he was happy about—that he hadn’t killed himself last Christmas like he’d originally planned. If it hadn’t been for Pandora calling him to check on him and chat, wishing him a Merry Christmas, he would have.


  I need to remember to thank that girl for that.


  Maybe he was a relic, but if he hadn’t been here running this mission from the sidelines, this whole thing could have gone a lot differently.


  And maybe it was time he travelled a little, once Kite was handled.


  I guess there’s more life left in me than I thought there was.


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  Maj. Jim Maddox bore an uncanny resemblance to Victor, the helo pilot. Could have been the man’s older brother.


  Which, Leta soon learned, was exactly who the man was.


  As they were waiting for her ID badge to print in the security office, she learned that Archie—as he’d instructed her to call him—was the commanding officer of another SOTIF unit like the Drunk Monkeys. It’d been his unit’s pilot who’d picked up the researchers that morning from their secret safe house.


  “These men don’t take good care of you,” he teased, “keep in mind I’m single.”


  She blushed, which shocked her. She was many things, but not a blusher. “I’m flattered, but I’m good, thanks.”


  “Quit trying to snipe her out from under us,” Zed practically growled. “Didn’t your run-in with Omega and Echo a couple of weeks ago cure you of that?”


  The man smiled again, holding his hands up. “Hey, I’m kidding now, just like I was kidding then, you know that. You are a bunch of lucky sons-of-bitches. Every woman you’ve added to your team isn’t just smart, but beautiful, too.”


  “Canuck’s single,” Uncle told him.


  “Yeah, and I never get to see her,” he shot back, still with a teasing tone. “Papa’s bogarting her.”


  Uncle turned serious again, explaining it to Leta. “She’s a chemist. The team wanted Q and Mama up here because they’re the closest ones to solving the vaccine question. They’re trying to keep the team separated for security reasons.”


  Despite the office being warm, she rubbed her arms as gooseflesh rippled up them. “It’s not safe?”


  “The world’s not safe,” Archie said. “We can’t risk any more of them than necessary. Once they get a vaccine formulated and we make the announcement, then we can get them all together again to help with production. Until then, it’s not good practice to have all your high-value targets in one place.” He started to say something else when she heard a phone ring. Archie reached into his pocket and pulled out a sat-phone.


  Turning, he answered. “Yes, sir?” After a moment, he spun back around, snapping his fingers at Uncle and pointing at the office door. Uncle raced over and locked it.


  As Leta turned, she realized Archie had shifted the phone from his right hand to his left and had drawn a handgun with his right.


  “Roger roger,” he said to the caller. “We’ll lock it down tight. I’ll contact you in ten.” He ended the call and turned to Uncle. “Get Omega and the others over here, now. Have Victor fly them in. Everyone needs to come in hot and heavy.” He headed over to a desk and picked up the phone there, dialing, then quickly speaking to someone before hanging up and calling someone else.


  She turned back to Uncle, who now had a phone out, too, and was talking to someone. She met Zed’s gaze, shocked to realize he had also drawn his sidearm.


  Fear filled her. “What’s going on?”


  “I don’t know yet, babe, but stay close.” Zed walked over to the door and looked out the small window, peering both ways down the hall.


  Over the facility’s loudspeaker, a woman’s voice issued an announcement. “All staff, please be advised code lima delta is now in place until further notice. Repeat, code lima delta. This is not a drill. All patients and their visitors, please remain in your rooms with the doors closed and locked until the all-clear is issued. All others, please remain where you are and follow all staff instructions as given. Thank you for your cooperation.”


  A chill ran through her as she turned to Zed. “Lock-down? The facility’s on full lock-down? Why?” At least that was what the code meant for the hospital she worked at in Ft. Myers.


  “I don’t know.” They both turned toward Archie, who was still talking on the phone.


  When Archie ended the call, he rounded his desk and pulled her ID out of the printer, handing it and a badge lanyard to her. “That’ll get you anywhere in the hospital, even in the drug rooms. Take her upstairs to the lab, right now, and you two stay there with her and the others.”


  “What’s going on?” Zed asked.


  “Bubba said there’s a credible, immediate threat.” He looked grim. “And one of my guys just found a dead maintenance worker by a fire exit at the back of the hospital. His badge is gone. Go. I’ve got a team heading up there now.”


  “I’ll catch up,” Uncle said, still on the phone.


  Zed carefully opened the door and looked both ways before leading her out and down the hall to a stairwell. He had to swipe his badge to open the door. She was still trying to get her new badge fastened to her lanyard and hung around her neck.


  “Why aren’t we taking the elevator?” she asked.


  He held a finger up to his lips and leaned in. “Don’t know where they are, if they’re watching the elevators.”


  He led her up the stairs, all the way up to the sixth floor. At the stairwell door, he looked through the window first before slowly opening it. Then he waved to someone and opened the door wide.


  “Snarky, this is Lynchpin,” Zed introduced as the armed man in full tactical gear appeared in the doorway. “One of Archie’s guys. She’s a doctor with us,” he explained to the other man. “Uncle’s not far behind me.”


  “We’re secure so far,” Lynchpin said. “Any idea how many?”


  “No.”


  Lynchpin softly whistled, and two other guys joined them. “Uncle’s coming up. Anyone that’s not him that we can’t clear? Take them down.”


  Zed led her down the hall, through three secured doors and into another section in the interior of the building. Four armed men dressed like the other three awaited them there.


  “Secure?” Zed asked.


  “All exits covered on this floor,” one of the men said.


  “They got a maintenance badge,” Zed told him.


  “We know.”


  “How many of your guys are there in the hospital?” Leta asked, fear filling her as the enormity of the situation was settling in.


  “Three SOTIF units, ma’am. Thirty total, not counting SOTIF1 personnel.”


  “Three?” Zed asked, sounding surprised. “Holy shit, I thought it was just two.”


  “Not since two days ago,” he said.


  “You know everyone?” Zed asked.


  “By sight and name,” he said.


  They got Leta shuffled into an office where everyone else was waiting. Clara stood by the door, a handgun drawn and ready.


  Leta looked at Zed. “Should I pull my gun, too?”


  “No,” he said. “Not unless you need it.” He turned to Clara. “Scrubs? Lab coat?”


  “Second door on the right.”


  Zed disappeared and reappeared a couple of minutes later. “Here.” He shoved a bundle at her.


  “What?”


  “You need to look like a doctor.”


  “I am a doctor.”


  “Right now, you look like a civvie. Anyone gets up here, they’re less likely to shoot someone they think is medical personnel, if that’s who they’re after.”


  “What?”


  “Silo wants a vaccine,” Clara said as she peered out the window in the door. “We don’t put it past him to try to grab the team by force.”


  “That’s crazy!”


  “So’s setting Kite the virus loose all over the country, and drugging his wife for forty years,” Zed reminded her. “We’re not dealing with a bastion of sanity, here. Keep that in mind.”


  One of Archie’s guys knocked on the door.


  “Get them ready to move in five,” he said when Zed opened the door for him. “Putt-Putt’s inbound with the helo. He’d taken it to the airfield this morning to fuel up. Same stairwell you guys came up.”


  Leta pulled the oversized scrub shirt on over her long-sleeved shirt, then put the lab coat on over that.


  When Zed started to say something about her jeans, she pointed at her boots. “I’m wearing tactical boots,” she said. “If they don’t notice that, they won’t be paying attention to the fact that I’m wearing jeans.”


  “Good point. Stay frosty, everyone.”


  “Roger roger,” Clara said.


  Leta turned. Mama, Q, and Waldo looked nervous. She held up a hand. “Hello, again.”


  Q nudged his glasses up his nose. “No offense, doctor, but I wish this was under more pleasant circumstances.”


  “You and me both, buddy.” She wheeled around at the sound of sharp cracks of gunfire from…somewhere. She wasn’t sure where it was coming from, but Mama was practically climbing Waldo like a tree in her terror, and the man didn’t seem to mind in the least.


  “Dammit,” Zed muttered. “Stay here.” He slipped out through the door before Leta could grab hold of him.


  Clara immediately stepped in front of the door.


  “Where’d you get comfortable with a gun?” Leta asked her. “Were you in the military?”


  “No. Padre in the town where the clinic was in Mexico. Kind of a necessary evil.” She glanced back at Leta. “How many times have you shot?”


  “You mean counting my lesson this morning?”


  “Never mind.” Clara returned her focus to the window. Leta reached over and flipped the light switch off.


  “Why’d you do that?” Clara asked.


  “Makes it harder for them to see us in here if they make it this far.” It was part of their disaster training at the hospital. With an active shooter they were supposed to lock themselves in a room, turn off the lights, and not make any noise.


  “Good point.”


  More gunfire made Leta jump, followed by the sound of an explosion.


  “We must protect the samples!” Q hissed from in the darkness.


  “Not right now, Q,” Clara said, her voice sounding strained. “I already did a data dump on my way out of the lab. The data’s safe.”


  “The samples!” he insisted.


  “Your lives are more important, Q. And don’t go pissing yourself yet. They might stop these assholes.”


  Leta knew fear should have set in by now, and expected it would hit her sooner rather than later, but she’d already worked more than her fair share of adrenaline-fueled trauma cases. She knew training had to take precedence, respond instead of react. People who lost their heads caused other people to die, if not themselves.


  “Gawd I miss Mexico,” Clara muttered. “Never thought I’d ever say that. Know what my worst worry was? A farking volcano. How’s that for perspective?”


  “Sounds spiffy right about now.”


  More gunfire, sounding closer, louder. Leta couldn’t help but think about Zed and Uncle, wonder if they were all right or not.


  Worry about them.


  Not just as a doctor, either.


  Well, what do you know about that?


  Guess that was her answer to what she thought she might be feeling for the guys.


  Lynchpin returned. Clara cracked the door open for him. “Let’s get moving,” he said. “Helo’s almost here.”


  “The samples!” Q nearly screamed.


  Clara threw her head back. “Fuck! Q, go with them. Now. I’ll go back to the lab and get the latest test run batches.”


  “I’ll help you,” Leta said.


  “Okay, there, see?” Clara told him. She walked across the office, grabbed the older man by the arm, and shoved him at the door. “Go with him.”


  “I’ve got orders to evac the entire team,” Lynchpin said.


  “We’ll catch the next chopper out with Victor,” she said. “I know the way to the roof. Just keep the stairwell secure for us. Get them out now.”


  Lynchpin looked unsure.


  “Go!” she said.


  He waved Q, Mama, and Waldo out the door while Clara slipped out and headed the other way, gun still in her hand.


  Leta left her jacket lying in the office and hurried after Clara, deeper into the department.


  “Fuck it, no time for bunny suits,” Clara said. At a pressurized anteroom entrance, she handed Leta a surgical mask, nitrile gloves, and covers for her shoes. “They vaccinated you with the latest one before you left Florida, right?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Okay.” She swiped her badge, admitting them both to the anteroom. They had to wait for the doors to swing shut and the pressure to equalize again before Clara could swipe her badge, followed by punching in a code on a keypad. “My code is 9614,” she said as she waited for the door to open. “Use that for now if you need it.” She raced into the lab, Leta on her heels.


  “What about contamination?”


  “Automatic decon system,” Clara said. “Every night when we leave, we chill the lab down to thirty-four degrees, run a disinfectant system, and an ultraviolet light. Any of those three will kill it if it’s loose. All three together, so far we’ve never found a trace of Kite after it runs.”


  Clara headed for a sealed cabinet and grabbed an empty sample case, handing it to Leta before grabbing another one. “This way.”


  She led the way across the lab to an incubator. “Glad I’m used to bugging out already,” she muttered as she unplugged it before opening it. She withdrew a sealed compartment. Inside, Leta spotted shelves of trays securely affixed so they couldn’t shift. Clara carefully put the compartment inside her sample case, sealed it, and then programmed the lock and temperature control.


  “After LA, once we got settled we instituted protocols. No matter what, we assume we’ll have to move stuff on the fly. All samples are always secured for transport at all times. It’s a bit of a pita, but looks like we got something right.” She swapped cases with Leta and removed another compartment from the incubator, also getting that one secured.


  They both looked up as, somewhere above them, they heard a helicopter arrive. “There’s Putt-Putt,” Clara said. “That means they’re safe, at least.”


  Leta fought back a round of queasiness. “I’m holding Kite…in my hands?”


  “Yep. Let me grab the cold stuff. Vaccine trials.” Clara left the sample case on a counter and retrieved another case, this one about the size of a briefcase and with a shoulder strap. She pulled several racks of sealed vials from a cooler, secured them inside the case, and then shouldered it before grabbing the larger sample case. As she did that, Leta heard the helicopter take off again, the noise quickly disappearing into the distance.


  “Let’s get up onto the roof. Victor and the others will be here—”


  They both let out startled cries as another explosion went off nearby, close enough to rock both of them and make the lights flicker.


  “Fuck!” Clara handed the shoulder case off to Leta and grabbed her gun again, keeping the hand holding it under the sample case. “We have to move, now!”


  They shut the lights off in the room and peered through the viewport into the anteroom. They could see the hallway outside that via the windows in the door, but other than some smoke, they didn’t spot anything amiss.


  “What do we do?” Leta whispered.


  “Part of me says maybe we should keep our asses parked right here,” Clara said.


  “What’s the rest of you say?”


  “Run like fucking hell.”


  More gunfire sounded, this time close by, on the same floor.


  “Shit,” Clara whispered. “That’s between us and the stairwell.”


  “What do we do?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t know all of the new SOTIF guys, so I don’t know who’s safe and who might be part of whatever the hell this is. I only know the SOTIF13 guys.”


  They both ducked as two armed men, one in scrubs and one in jeans and a black jacket, ran past the end of the hall leading to the lab area.


  “And them?” Leta asked.


  “Never seen them before.”


  Two more men, one of them Lynchpin, raced past.


  “Archie’s guys,” she said.


  The same voice came over the loudspeakers to announce another code, but Leta was too busy paying attention to Clara and looking out the window to listen to it.


  They heard shouting and more gunfire, this time sounding farther away. Both of them let out gasps as gunfire sounded at the end of the hallway and a man fell to the floor, not moving. The position he lay in blocked one of the doors from swinging shut all the way.


  Another man stopped and checked him. “That’s one of Archie’s guys,” Clara whispered.


  “Which one?”


  “The guy still vertical.” Before Leta could stop her, Clara opened the door into the anteroom. Not wanting to be left behind, Leta grabbed the cases and followed. Clara switched off the lights in the anteroom, then tapped on the window, getting the guy’s attention.


  He swiveled, pointing his gun their way before recognition set in. Standing, he ran down the hallway toward them.


  “What are you still doing here?” he asked through the window. “You’re supposed to be gone!”


  “Samples. We need to get to the roof.”


  “Come on. Move it.”


  Clara swiped her badge, opening the door for them.


  He held a finger up and motioned for them to follow him. He crept down to the end of the hall, indicating for them to pause as he looked, then turned to them.


  Leta saw the fallen man move, but before she could warn the other guy, the man had raised his hand and fired, hitting the guy in the back.


  Clara fired back, hitting the prone man in the head and taking half of it off.


  Leta set the sample cases down and ran to the stricken man. She ripped his vest open to check his wounds.


  “Go!” he gasped, blood bubbling from his lips.


  “Sorry, buddy,” Leta said, “but you just got yourself a trip to the OR.”


  Two more men appeared at the end of the hall, and Clara aimed her gun, then immediately relaxed upon recognizing them. “We need help! He’s been hit.”


  They rushed in. “Get a gurney!” Leta ordered. “We have to get him into surgery, now!” One of them raced away to go get one.


  “We have to get up to the roof!” Clara said. “We can’t let these samples fall into the wrong hands.”


  “You go. Get one of them to help you carry them. I’ve got to get this guy into surgery.”


  The other man returned with a gurney and with their help Leta got the stricken man situated on it. She pointed to the second man, then to Clara. “Go with her. Get her and the samples to the roof.” She started pushing the gurney. To the other guy, she said, “You, come with me, and get us to the OR.”


  “Shit.” Clara shoved the cases in her hands at the two other men. Now a third one had joined them. “Get them on Victor’s helo. Stay with them, carry them yourselves, until you hand-deliver them to Mama and the others. I’ll get her to the OR and assist her. I know where it is.”


  The men looked terrified as they stared at the cases. “What?” the first one asked.


  “Roof. Helo. Now. Don’t drop them, don’t leave them, don’t lose them. Go!” Clara pointed at the third guy. “Cover them! Get them to the roof and on that fucking helo!”


  The men took off as Clara grabbed the other side of the gurney and helped Leta steer it toward the elevator, taking point to swipe her badge and get them through the closed doors. “We’re gonna get our asses spanked over this by our men. You realize that, right?”


  “I don’t care. I won’t let him die. A spanking is well worth that.”


  What she didn’t want to think about, much less say aloud, was that she hoped her men would still be alive when this ended to spank her for not leaving.


  And that she and Clara would still be alive, too.


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  Uncle and Archie raced toward the maintenance bay, where another casualty had been reported. Whoever this was, they were coming in hot and heavy.


  Uncle didn’t need to be a genius to know what their target was.


  “Bubba said Silo hired a CIA guy to put together a team,” Archie told him as they ran. “Their objective is the Kite lab. Personnel and samples.”


  “Of course it is,” Uncle said. “Any idea how large a team?”


  “No. Bubba’s guys tortured the handler, but all he knew was their final price and that there were at least five of them. Supposed to make it look like an insurgent attack, grab the research team and samples and data, shoot the place up in the process, and get them out to St. Louis.”


  “To the church stronghold’s lab.”


  “Yep.”


  “I’m getting sick and tired of this asshole,” Uncle said. “I’m ready to go AWOL and take the fucker out myself, fail-safe or not.”


  “Stand in line,” Archie said. “Besides, can you even go AWOL when you’re already OTG?”


  “I don’t know but I think I’m going to find out.” They heard gunfire as they approached the department and ran up behind one of Archie’s guys.


  “Status?” Archie asked him.


  “Two in there, for sure, at least three or more, whereabouts unknown. They got in and past us before we realized it. Rest of the team has already spread out to other floors looking for them.”


  Archie grabbed a radio off his belt and keyed it. “This is Archie. Call a code indigo-zulu, not a drill. Repeat, this is not a drill.”


  Within seconds, Uncle heard doors starting to swing shut and lock along the hallway behind them as the same voice that had announced the lockdown sounded over the PA system.


  “Attention all staff. Code indigo-zulu. Repeat, code indigo-zulu. This is not a drill. All doors will now close and lock. Remain where you are until the all-clear has sounded. Thank you for your cooperation.”


  “What about your guys?” Uncle asked him.


  “Just like you, we have all-access badges. The maintenance guys they’ve killed so far won’t. They’ll be trapped in between doors.”


  “Or in a room, or a section of hallway.”


  “We’ll go room by room if we have to and clear every last damn one of them,” Archie said. He tapped one of his guys on the shoulder. “Throw a flash-bang in there.”


  “Roger roger.” He pulled one from the pocket of his tactical vest and heaved it into the room. It went off, and the two men rushed in, followed by Uncle and Archie.


  One of the leading men fired before Uncle could even see their targets. Seconds later, it was over. One of the attackers was dead, the other captured.


  Uncle walked over to the survivor, who lay face down on the floor, his wrists and ankles bound with heavy-duty zip-ties. “How many of you are there?”


  “Fuck you.”


  Uncle shot the guy in the back of the right knee. “Want to try that again?”


  The man howled in pain. “Fuck! Six more besides us!”


  “We know your goal is the Kite research team. Anyone else involved besides you guys?”


  “Fuck, man, I don’t know! We weren’t told that. We were told to get the target personnel, and samples and data, make a mess and shake the tree while we did, and get out. Only Bowlins knows what else.”


  “Where’s he?”


  “Headed upstairs with the others.”


  Archie looked at Uncle and nodded.


  Uncle put two bullets into the back of the man’s head.


  “Strip them, and then take them to the incinerator,” Archie told his guys. “Get their hands, though. Bag them and put them on ice until we can ship them to DC for fingerprint and DNA analysis. I want to know who these fucks were.” He got on the radio and got the rest of his team working their way upstairs toward the Kite lab.


  “Remind them that Zed’s up there somewhere.”


  “They know him.”


  “Yeah, but the other SOTIF teams won’t.”


  Archie followed up with that, one of his guys immediately responding that Zed was currently with them.


  “Roger roger,” Archie said. “On my way up now.” They heard a muffled explosion from somewhere else in the building, which kicked them into high gear, heading for a stairwell.


  “What the hell was that?” Archie called over the radio. “Somebody talk to me!”


  “Fourth floor, southeast stairwell,” someone replied. “We’re on it.”


  “It’s a diversion,” Uncle said as he followed Archie up, taking the stairs two at a time. “Get everyone moving upstairs. Now. We can’t let them get between that floor and the roof.”


  “Remind me who of your people up there are armed?”


  “Clara. And Snarky has a gun.”


  “In other words, she can’t shoot.”


  “Her first lesson was today.”


  “Terrific.”


  They raced up the stairs, stopping only when Archie got a call over the radio from his pilot. “Three precious package SOBs, two SOTIF, heading out.”


  “Wait, three?”


  “Yeah.”


  “You should have five.”


  “Two stayed behind to come next trip. Said they needed to get stuff.”


  “Fuck,” Uncle muttered, starting up the stairs again and already knowing before Archie demanded a confirmation from the pilot which two stayed behind.


  Why the hell didn’t you go?


  Clara had proven herself calm in tight situations in Mexico. But Leta was a doctor, not a fighter. That morning at the gun range had already proven that much to them.


  Another radio call-out. One of Archie’s men had been hit by gunfire just outside the lab area before a civvie dropped the unfriendly.


  Uncle stopped again. “What did he say?”


  “Repeat that,” Archie ordered.


  The guy did.


  “Where’s Surgery?” Uncle asked.


  “First floor. Behind the Emergency department.”


  Uncle turned around to head downstairs. “Find Zed and have him meet me down there. Clara will be a high-value target for them, and Leta will be taking your guy to the OR.”


  Archie reached out and grabbed his arm. “I need every man clearing this facility. There’s at least five more still out there. I’ve got over five thousand civvies in this complex right now. I can’t have them holing up somewhere and taking unarmed hostages when I know the three scientists are in the air and safe.”


  “Dammit.” Uncle knew Archie was right. Turning, he followed the man back upstairs.


  


  * * * *


  


  “You realize this is fucking stupid, right?” Clara said as she stood at the end of the gurney closest to the elevator door.


  “I have to get that bullet out of him and stabilize him.” The guy had passed out. Leta wasn’t sure what got nicked, but they needed to get him into the OR, stat. The spreading pool of blood under him on the gurney meant he didn’t have a lot of time. She’d pulled a knife from his belt and sliced off one of his trouser legs to make a makeshift pressure bandage to hold against the wound.


  “The staff will be locked down, unable to move.”


  “Then we operate without them.”


  “You an anesthesiologist, too?”


  “I did a couple of turns, yeah.”


  “Great. Lucky for you, I know some basics.”


  “Then we’ll make a hell of a team, won’t we?”


  The elevator door slid open. When Leta tried to push the gurney forward, Clara held up a staying hand and eased her head out enough to look, keeping her gun ready. Then she grabbed the foot of the gurney and pulled as Leta pushed, leading the way down the maze of halls.


  When they reached the surgery department, they found the pre-op area deserted.


  “What the hell?” Leta asked. That time of morning at the hospital in Ft. Myers, they would have still had a very busy surgical schedule ahead of them.


  “Lockdown procedures. They’ll have moved anyone ambulatory into the ER at the first code. Fortified walls there. Like a damn bank vault.”


  “Oh.” They continued through to an unoccupied OR. It looked like two of the six surgical suites were already in use. “We can’t break their sterile fields,” Clara said. “We’ve been up in the Kite lab. Small risk, but we can’t risk it. We’re on our own.”


  Inside the OR, they got the guy transferred to the table and shoved the gurney out of the way. Clara stripped off her gloves, dropped them onto the floor, then donned a fresh pair. She grabbed a pair of bandage shears and started cutting off the man’s shirt to bare their patient’s torso while Leta went to scrub in.


  Hell, she’d stop the bleeding, get him stabilized, and keep him alive until they could get a full surgical team in to take over and take care of him.


  She didn’t want to lose him.


  She stripped off her gloves and mask into a biohazard bin. After finding protective gowns, masks, and gloves, she scrubbed and donned them, backing into the OR where Clara had the man stripped from the waist up and had drenched the area with antiseptic prep solution.


  “We need vitals,” Leta said. “And we need to type and match him.”


  “Working on it, give me a sec.” Clara finished the skin prep and peeled off the gloves she’d worn, and the face mask. She dropped them to the floor and grabbed another mask, and gloves. “So much for sterile field,” she said. “They’ll have to burn this damn place when we’re done.”


  “How much surgery experience you have?”


  “More than I wish I did, and almost all of it emergency. A good chunk of those with me acting as the surgeon. Meatball medicine at its finest.”


  “Why aren’t you a doctor?”


  “I keep asking myself that.” Clara got a set of electrodes slapped on the guy and started the monitor, as well as hooking up a BP cuff.


  “Come on, come on,” she muttered at the display before it cycled through and showed his stats. “BP low, pulse thready.”


  “Fuck.” Leta would have to find what she needed, meaning having to scrub in again. Turning, she started rooting through cabinets to find an intubation kit. “Get an IV started on him. I’ll tube him. Where are the fucking tube kits?”


  “Probably out there if they’re not in here.” Clara pointed at the door leading to the scrub and pre-op area.


  Leta headed out there, blocking the door with a rolling stool so she wouldn’t have to keep opening it with her badge to get in. Sure enough, in the pre-op area she found intubation kits, IV supplies, and anesthesia meds in a locked supply cabinet that her badge opened for her like magic.


  She raced back in, quickly getting him intubated while Clara started pushing IV drugs to keep him sedated. Leta’s hands shook as she worked it down his throat, until she saw his vocal cords. “I’m in.” She bagged him and with relief saw his O2 stats start to climb before Clara was able to get the vent machine going and hook him up.


  “Tape that in place while I find a trauma kit.” Leta turned to the cabinets again and rummaged around until she found what she needed. Once Clara had everything taped into place, she helped Leta get him positioned and prepped and the site area draped.


  “Okay, watch him while I scrub in again, then you scrub in.”


  “I’ve had my mitts all over him,” Clara said.


  “Like you said yourself, Kite.”


  “Yeah, okay.”


  Leta stood on the left side of the table, and had just taken a scalpel from Clara. With Clara on the other side of the table and handing her instruments as well as handling suction, that’s when Leta noticed movement in the scrub area.


  The door swung open. The armed man stared at them. “Back away from him. You’re coming with me. I saw you upstairs, in the lab area.”


  This obviously wasn’t one of Archie’s guys.


  Leta didn’t move. “I’m in the middle of a surgery.”


  “And if I shoot him, he won’t need it, will he?”


  Leta shifted, the feel of her gun’s grip digging into her right kidney. She’d stripped off the lab coat and pulled on the surgical gown over her clothes.


  “Okay. Just…can I adjust his anesthesia so I don’t lose him?”


  “Move slow.”


  She backed toward the head of the table, putting her right hand down, like she was checking something. Heart racing, it felt like time slowed, blurred as she kept her left hand up and away from her body, directing the man’s focus.


  When she turned toward the man again, time sped up, shifting into turbo as she leaned close to the table, reached behind her, and drew, turned, and fired.


  She didn’t hit him with the first shot, but that was okay, because she kept pulling the trigger. It startled him enough that it allowed Clara a chance to draw and shoot him.


  The man collapsed.


  Clara ran over, putting one more round into his head before she pulled his gun away from him and kicked his body out through the door, closing it. “Dammit!”


  Leta stood frozen, her gun stuck open, empty.


  Clara rounded the table and, after holstering her own gun, took the nine from her, releasing the slide. “Use the sink in here,” Clara told her. “We’re beyond sterile field now. If there are any others, they’ll come running.”


  Leta stared at the blood smear, fresh, still trickling down the inside of the door. A few holes in it, too, from her rounds. She wasn’t sure how many times she’d hit the guy, but—


  “Leta!” Clara’s sharp voice brought her back into focus. “Guy on the table. Wash up.” She tucked Leta’s gun into the back of her waistband and grabbed the rifle the guy’d had. That gun she checked, then rolled over a cart next to her and laid the gun on top of it. “Won’t get caught unaware again,” Clara darkly swore.


  Leta stripped off the gloves, washed up, and pulled on new gloves. Trying to calm herself and still her shaky hands, she focused on the guy and what she had to do.


  “Deep breaths and don’t hyperventilate,” Clara said. “The shaking will get better in a minute. That’s the adrenaline. Focus. You can do this.”


  Leta shook her hands out in front of her before holding her hand out, palm-up. “Scalpel.”


  Clara dropped it into her palm. “Atta girl.”


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  Zed stuck with Archie’s guys, heading down to the fifth floor where they had at least one of the gunmen pinned in a stairwell.


  Until the guy blew the door out of the frame and escaped into the corridors.


  They finally managed to trap him in a storeroom, where they had to throw a couple of flash-bangs to subdue him before shooting him.


  Zed hated like fuck he had to leave Leta upstairs and unguarded, but Clara was good with a gun. Their helo jockey would be there soon, and then Archie’s men would get them all evac’ed and to safety.


  Until they received word that there were eight gunmen total in the attack. Leaving another four unaccounted for.


  And then they found out Clara and Leta didn’t make it to the roof and leave with the others.


  Zed knew he couldn’t think about that. He needed to focus, work with the other men as they started clearing the floor and trying to find the rest of the attackers. It took them another twenty minutes before they had seven confirmed dead.


  It looked like Bowlins, the leader, was the only one still unaccounted for. Zed and Uncle had managed to reunite, and had rejoined Archie.


  “Find that fuck,” Archie said to his guys over the radio. “He doesn’t get out of here alive.”


  Seconds later, the radio crackled to life. “Shots fired in Surgery.”


  The three of them exchanged a look before bolting for the stairwell, Archie in the lead. When they arrived, they found two of the guys from one of the other SOTIF units were already in the surgical scrub area, standing over a dead body who, from the amount of blood, looked like he’d been shot a lot before the final kill-shot took out the back of his head.


  Archie reached out with the toe of his boot and not-so-gently nudged the body on the floor. “Good job. That should be the last one.”


  “We didn’t take him down,” one of the guys said. “Found him like this.” He nodded toward the door. “Door’s locked and looks like they’re operating, so we didn’t go in. I think one of them shot him.”


  Zed and Uncle stepped over the body and stared through the window.


  There stood Clara and Leta, working on one of Archie’s guys.


  “Cancel the code indigo,” Archie said over the radio, “and page me a full trauma surgical team to OR4, stat. Leave code lima delta in place for right now until we finish the mop up. I want full sit reps and damage reports from every floor immediately.”


  “Roger roger.”


  The three of them stood there, watching.


  “Does it make me a sick fuck that I’m hard as a rock watching her work right now?” Zed asked.


  “That makes two of us,” Uncle said.


  Leta looked confident, focused, intent. This was her bailiwick, her shooting range. She wasn’t a soldier and didn’t need to be, because she had invaluable skills and knowledge their team needed.


  A few minutes later, a surgical team started assembling, scrubbing in and getting into the room, taking over from Clara, and then from Leta.


  The two women stripped off their gloves and backed off, but didn’t leave the room. It wasn’t until the surgeon removed the round from the man and turned to say something to Leta that she and Clara finally headed toward the door.


  Then Clara stopped, turned, and retrieved a carbine from a cart.


  Zed and Uncle grabbed Leta and crushed her between them as soon as she emerged.


  “I want to fucking spank your ass right now,” Zed said.


  “Told you,” Clara said, wearing a smirk.


  “He would have died if I hadn’t stayed,” Leta insisted. “Would have bled out before they lifted the lockdown. I wasn’t going to let that happen.”


  Clara tapped Zed on the shoulder and held a gun out to him, nodding her head toward the body on the floor. “She emptied her mag into the guy. She needs a reload.”


  “You shot him?” Zed asked Leta.


  “I only rendered the assist. I’m pretty sure Clara killed him, too.”


  “Too?” both men asked before looking at Clara.


  “She killed a guy upstairs,” Leta said.


  Clara shrugged. “Do no harm, but take no shit. Not just a slogan for witches.”


  


  * * * *


  


  With the threat neutralized, after cleaning up, and retrieving her jacket, Leta, Clara, Zed, and Uncle left in the SUV and headed for the safe house. All the others had been ordered back to the safe house once the scientists and samples were in the air to protect them.


  When they pulled in, Yankee and Oscar were already waiting outside. They yanked open the back door and practically dragged Clara out, crushing her between them much the way Zed and Uncle had crushed Leta.


  Leta didn’t open her door at first, Uncle opening it for her. “You all right?”


  It had finally smacked her in the face during the drive back to the safe house, the severity of the situation she’d just survived.


  She slowly shook her head. “We got any booze in this place?”


  “I’m sure I can come up with something. Why?”


  “I think I need a really stiff belt of something.”


  He offered her a hand and she finally took it, letting him help her out. Zed joined them. “Are you rethinking staying with us?” he asked.


  She knew her laugh came out sounding harsher than she intended. “Uh, a little late for that. I rethought it a bunch of times while operating on that guy today.” She stared up at them. “But you’re stuck with me.”


  They grabbed her and hugged her. “Quit fucking scaring us like that,” Uncle said.


  “I think I need more time to work on my shooting.”


  Omega had walked up, looking grim. “No time for that. Or drinking, although I’ll make sure to get you something for the trip.”


  “What trip?”


  “Orders. We’re leaving tomorrow night. They’re going to break camp down south, pick us up, and we’ll all head out together from here.”


  “Head out where?” she asked.


  “Let’s just say you’ll need more warmer clothes.”


  They returned to the building and were heading to their room when a loud, long scream reverberated through the structure.


  Sounding like it was coming from the lab area.


  “What the fucking hell now?” Uncle muttered as he and Zed turned and headed that way at a run, weapons drawn and Leta on their heels.


  By the time they got there, Leta spotted Mama, Q, and Waldo, dressed in full bunny suits, jumping up and down together in a three-way hug.


  Mama had been the source of the scream, apparently, since she was still doing it.


  “What the hell?” Leta yelled out of frustration and stress more than anything.


  They stopped jumping up and down and turned to the rest of them. Mama walked up to the plastic sheeting forming the temporary lab’s walls. Now Leta could see the smile on her face, the tears streaming down her cheeks behind her protective gear.


  “We just checked the last batch we were working on. The samples you and Clara grabbed. It works. We have the vaccine.” She collapsed to her knees, Waldo racing over to her side. “We finally did it. We can stop this madness!”


  Leta turned to Omega and poked him in the chest despite him standing quite a few inches taller than her. “I’m technically the acting medical officer here, right?”


  He arched an eyebrow at her. “Yes?”


  “I’m ordering booze for everyone. If this ain’t an occasion worth toasting, I don’t know what the unholy fuck is.”


  He chuckled and tipped her a salute. “Yes, ma’am. I think under the circumstances I can arrange that for you.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Stunned, Jerald stood in front of his office TV, the remote controller in his hand.


  The events in Atlanta played on all the networks.


  All of them.


  Except for the church’s network, which was still blithely broadcasting an impromptu, bullshit aquaculture 101 with kids, starring the Reverend Clueless McFucksterhead.


  Jerald closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose, trying to stave off the headache threatening to wash over him. What had already started out as a bad day with a new video clip being posted by whoever was helping Mary Silo had just completely blown the bell curve into horrendous.


  This had been what Silo had been up to by leaving St. Louis. Probably so he could make contact with whoever had arranged this goddamned clusterfuck in the first place, and to give himself an airtight alibi.


  Fuck.


  The different networks all showed the CDC building in Atlanta was surrounded by hundreds of first responders—federal, state, county, and city law enforcement, fire trucks, news crews, thousands of spectators now being kept back behind barricades and police tape—the whole goddamned world.


  Hannibal, you’re a fucking asshole.


  The guy was as opaque as a glass of spring water. Worse than a damn toddler. Jerald, at least, could read the man, knowing the darker side of Hannibal as intimately as he did.


  Now everything made sense, including why Silo had wanted Jerald to remain behind.


  Hannibal had likely thought there’d be a secret delivery to their lab that night.


  A delivery of personnel and samples.


  Fuck.


  And he’d need Jerald there to make sure the arrangements were made and secrecy was preserved.


  Also leaving him open to scrutiny and suspicion while Hannibal’s hands stayed squeaky clean, as always.


  “Why, I was out of town at our Vermont compound. Did something happen?”


  Jerald could practically hear it now, including Hannibal’s annoyingly “innocent” tone.


  He perched on the edge of his desk and flipped through various channels. Even networks that never showed news were airing simulcasts of sister networks’ feeds about the attack.


  Should I call General Arliss right now and defect to the other team?


  It was an option he hadn’t considered before. If Hannibal wanted to toss the playbook out the window, so could he. Maybe going to Arliss would be the only way to save his own skin.


  It was also a nuclear option he’d hold back until the last possible second. There was always a chance Arliss wouldn’t believe him and think he was still working for Hannibal.


  No, better to see what he could do from this end of things. Definitely more money in it for him in the long run if he could stay and tough it out. Speaking of money…


  Where’d Hannibal get the fucking money to pay them?


  That was the literal million-dollar question. Jerald hadn’t noticed any unusual activity with the accounts he knew Hannibal had access to.


  He walked around his desk and sat at his computer, pulling up all the accounts, including the secret ones.


  Nope, nothing that he could find.


  There has to be something.


  But damned if he could find it.


  That worried the crap out of him. He thought he’d done a pretty damn good job scouring and following Hannibal’s electronic trails over the years with keylogger software on all of the man’s devices.


  Unless he’s used a burner cell or something.


  He’d have to wait until Hannibal logged into the system there at the St. Louis compound to pull the records from the tablet he knew Hannibal had with him. He didn’t have anyone on staff in IT at the Vermont compound whom he could trust to run the deets without it getting back to Hannibal.


  I need to work on the narrative, now, develop the story while I have time.


  Because come the new year, one way or another, Hannibal Silo would be out of Jerald’s life for good.


  Jerald didn’t even bother trying to call the man, although it would be no small measure of satisfaction to see a look of shock, live, on Hannibal’s mug when he broke the news to him.


  If someone there didn’t break the news to the man, Jerald would wait until Hannibal’s call, which Jerald knew Hannibal would then invariably turn whiny and sulky about it.


  That call came a little after five o’clock that afternoon, and there was no pleasant greeting when Hannibal started talking.


  Jerald was already in his condo, having left his office early with a “fuck-it” attitude after having made a couple of calls and finally reaching the only Washington contact he apparently had left in the city.


  “Why the hell didn’t you call me and tell me what was going on in Atlanta?”


  Jerald, who was already on beer number two, snorted. “Seriously? You planned a poorly conceived and executed operation without my input and are going to bitch at me about it?”


  Hannibal went silent for a long moment. “How’d you know?”


  “I didn’t know for sure until you just opened your damn mouth. But I had a strong suspicion.”


  Hannibal went silent.


  “You done trying to play these petty games?” Jerald finally asked. “Because Arliss has proven he’s two steps ahead of us, and pulling farther ahead with each victory. You’re the boss and you’ve made it abundantly clear you don’t want my help, so why should I help you?”


  More silence. Finally, “He was a trusted contact.”


  “Who’s probably dead now.”


  More silence.


  Jerald drained the rest of the bottle. “There were at least three SOTIF teams at that hospital, Hannibal. Three. Thirty men, and probably more than that, especially if you add in the Drunk Monkeys. I know, because I made some calls this afternoon after the news broke. Whoever was sent in there was sent on a suicide mission.”


  More silence.


  “Hey, look on the bright side, Hannibal. At least the news in Atlanta eclipsed the new sex-tape video clip that your hacker admirer posted on his blog earlier today. So there is that, at least.”


  Jerald hung up on him and left the phone on the coffee table as he got up to get another beer from the kitchen. When the phone rang again, Jerald ignored it.


  He’d been saving that last nugget, sure that Hannibal had been too busy with his schmoozing of the sheeple in Vermont to go online and see the latest.


  Fuck it.


  He’d talk to Hannibal when he wasn’t so angry. Maybe then the man would actually pay attention to him.


  Not that it would matter much longer.


  Maybe I shouldn’t even wait until New Year’s to get him out of my hair.


  Dr. Isley’s unintended legacy had been a nice stockpile of various medications in Jerald’s possession. Having full access to Hannibal’s office and condo, it wouldn’t be difficult at all to swap out the man’s medications without notice.


  Whoopsies.


  Of course he’d had ulterior motives for portraying Hannibal as frail and in failing health following Mary’s vanishing act. Because it’d make it hella easier to make him go away when the time came. Not like a man in the prime of life keeling over suspiciously. A grieving old man?


  Phhpt.


  Time to formulate a new master plan, to rid himself of Hannibal for good before the idiot irretrievably fucked up the whole world in the process.


  Chapter Twenty


  


  Omega and Echo made a quick run to the grocery store for steaks and champagne. It was a night to hold at the very least a modest celebration, for sure. They’d already told Arliss about the latest development and he’d agreed that keeping it under their hats until they were out of Atlanta would be safest.


  Tonight, under the cover of darkness, the team would return to the CDC, pack up, and bug out. They’d leave the announcement about the vaccine for next week, once the team was safely away.


  Only the government “status updates” would state that the team was still there in Atlanta, working their brave little hearts out despite the failed “terrorist disruption.”


  Already several pictures had been posted, supplied by Bubba, of long-dead domestic militant terrorists whose deaths had gone unreported due to the black-ops nature of the missions.


  The real mercenaries’ IDs were being processed, their bodies having been incinerated there at the CDC facility. Their hands had been fingerprinted, DNA tested, and put on ice for future reference, just in case.


  Three of them had already been ID’d as former CIA operatives, and traceable back to Goldfinch in some way, who Bubba had told them was tied to Silo.


  Leta busied herself by helping pack everything up and getting laundry done. When Omega and Echo returned with the food, they got the steaks grilling and each had a mug of champagne to celebrate the win.


  “Does this mean we’re close to this whole mess being over?” Leta asked.


  “Maybe,” Uncle said. “I refuse to jinx us, though.”


  “Ditto,” Zed echoed. “Let’s call this a win once the vaccine is in production and Silo is out of commission.”


  Everyone held up their mugs. “Hear, hear.”


  Leta, Chief, and Echo stayed behind at the safe house, packing one of the large box trucks with equipment and supplies while everyone else headed to the CDC lab to pitch in there. Some of the unit would be driving up to Georgia from Florida.


  The rest, including the other scientists from The List, were already in the air, flying in the large cargo plane Panda captained to their next destination to await the rest of them. They had a rendezvous scheduled for late Monday, but Leta didn’t know where yet.


  “But what about the samples for the vaccine?” Leta asked Chief. “Isn’t that valuable cargo?”


  “We’re borrowing Archie’s pilot. Unlike our one-trick pony, Victor, he can also fly a fixed wing.” The smile on her face told Leta she was just teasing about Victor’s skills. “He’ll fly Mama, Waldo, and Q, along with the vaccine samples, to our next point.”


  Echo snorted. “I won’t tell him you called him that, babe.”


  “Back to using the RV as a lab again, for now,” Chief said. “Just when I was really getting used to Atlanta, too.”


  Echo grabbed her and pulled her in for a kiss. “Told you, babe, you get your pick of destinations when we’re through with this.”


  Leta watched their interaction, the way Chief smiled up at Echo. It was obvious the three were in love. Considering they had a similar head-first start to their relationship like Leta had with Uncle and Zed…it gave her a silly kind of hope that maybe whatever this was between them would last.


  Hell, hadn’t even been a full week yet.


  “And I told you I’d think about it,” Chief said, a playful smile curving her lips. “Depends on the state of the world, doesn’t it?”


  “I can’t imagine what you all have been through,” Leta said. “I don’t even know what to say except thanks for not giving up.”


  “Giving up isn’t in any of our DNA,” Echo said. “If it was, we’d never made the SOTIF cut in the first place.”


  “I do know one thing I’d like to do,” Chief said.


  “What?” Echo asked.


  “Meet General Arliss. That man has been controlling our lives.”


  “He didn’t cause Barstow,” Echo said. “You can’t slap him for that.”


  “I know. I don’t want to slap him. Anymore,” Chief added. “And Bubba. I’d like to meet him. Shake his hand.”


  Echo grew somber. “We do owe our lives to him. Weren’t for him, this mission could have been FUBAR’d a number of ways by now. Lucky break, there.”


  “It’s hard to remember the world before Kite and TMFU,” Leta said. “I had this plan for myself, and I remember watching the news that day when it happened and thinking, fuck. There goes my life.”


  “Me, too,” Chief said. “Although we were ass-deep in dealing with the anthrax attack still. That was in June, just a little over a month before.” She slowly nodded. “Lost some friends in that one.”


  Leta had a thought. “Silo wasn’t behind that, too, was he?”


  “No,” Chief said. “That was an extremist group. Same group behind the Australian bombings.”


  “Wonder if they’re still around,” Leta mused.


  “Some of them, probably,” Echo said. “But since a lot of them were from the Indo-China region, I’d bet a lot of them died.” He sadly shook his head. “Hell of a way to clean house, but a lot of extremist groups probably no longer exist in anything other than memory.”


  “New ones will pop up,” Chief darkly said. “Always do. Nature abhors a vacuum.”


  “I hope to hell not, babe. Me and the big guy want a vacay. They need to train some new SOTIF troops to go round those people up. Omega and I are ready to get out and are due to get out.”


  “What about not jinxing this?” Leta quietly asked. “It’s not exactly over yet.”


  “Oh. Very true.” He shrugged. “Just ready for a change is all. Ready to figure out the rest of our lives together, now that we’ll actually have a chance to have lives together.”


  It was a little before dawn when everyone else returned. Putt-Putt was already flying their precious cargo to their next destination. Not long after they returned, the group from Florida arrived, and everyone settled in to get a few hours of sleep.


  It would be their last chance alone in a room of their own for a while, and despite her exhaustion, Leta wanted to make good use of it.


  Her men seemed of a similar mind.


  “You save a little energy for us?” Uncle asked as they snuggled together in bed.


  “Sure did. Just enough. I can sleep during the drive.” The three of them would ride in her SUV, which had been driven up from Florida by one of the guys.


  She quickly found herself on her hands and knees, on top of Zed in a sixty-nine with his very talented mouth between her legs.


  When the thought that Gary had done her a huge favor bubbled up, it almost started her laughing, forcing her to shove that away and focus on what she was doing. On what they were doing. To her.


  Because Uncle had slid his cock inside her and was slowly fucking her, taking his time, apparently not in any rush to get off as Zed toyed with her and teased her. Every moan they pulled out of her was muffled by Zed’s cock in her mouth.


  She was enjoying the hell out of that, too, the way his hot shaft felt against her tongue, the answering moans she could pull from him with every lick and suck.


  This felt right. Felt good. Felt better than anything she’d ever felt in her life before.


  It felt like this was exactly where she belonged and was supposed to be. Like maybe before now everything she’d done had been an inevitable path to this place and time. She’d never envisioned herself a hero before, but now she was helping to save the world.


  Her reward for that was two really hot, really sweet guys who’d made it difficult for her to remember her life before they walked into it.


  Like maybe this was love, for once, finally.


  Now I’m thinking too much.


  Silencing her inner narrator, she focused on the feel of Zed’s lips and tongue on her clit, Uncle’s cock sliding into her pussy and finding every perfect nerve ending to stroke along the way back out again. And when Zed teased the first orgasm out of her, he didn’t stop. Neither of them did. Zed only backed off long enough to let her come down before ramping her up toward the next one.


  Trapped between their bodies, she realized this was exactly where she wanted to be for the rest of her life.


  Love might not have been a conscious thought of hers before, but it certainly was now. Maybe it wouldn’t be long-term. Who could tell? For now, she’d be perfectly content calling it love and enjoying every second she got to spend with these two hunks.


  Her two hunks.


  As if the Universe was making up for all it’d taken from her in the past.


  Here ya go. Two hunky, devoted dudes. Enjoy.


  Another orgasm ripped through her, made all that much better by Uncle’s cock pressed deep inside her, the man holding still with a soft groan as her muscles milked his shaft.


  “Fuck, that feels so good, baby,” he whispered before he slowly started fucking her again.


  She’d barely had time to catch her breath from that one, and to wonder how many they were going to try to get out of her before they let themselves come, when she moaned as Zed started pushing her toward the third.


  Seemed the magic number the men were looking for was three. Because once she cried out as that release hit, Zed started bucking his hips, fucking her mouth while Uncle picked up the pace and started fucking her pussy hard and fast, every stroke slapping against her and startling her when she had one more.


  Okay. Four it is.


  And after Uncle had finally filled her pussy with his load as she was swallowing a load from Zed, the three of them collapsed into a jumbled heap together.


  Zed turned around and pulled a blanket over them, snuggling close in front of her while Uncle spooned against her from behind.


  “I think I’m in love with you guys,” she whispered, almost afraid to say it out loud for fear of jinxing whatever it was they had.


  Zed made her look him in the eyes. “If it makes you feel any less terrified, I think I’m in love with you, too.”


  She looked over her shoulder at Uncle. He rose onto his elbow and kissed her. “Me, three. Not sure if this is love, but I’m going to call it love. I know I want it to last.”


  That made her feel a lot better, relieved, to know they seemed as scared as she felt. She nodded.


  He smiled, kissing her again. “Let’s get some shut-eye while we can.”


  And thus relieved, she was able to snuggle between them and let her mind stop talking to her for a while.


  Chapter Twenty-One


  


  “I’m glad I got that video clip posted this morning,” Ax said.


  “I’m sure it ruined Hannibal’s day.” Kali didn’t sound the least bit sorry about that, either.


  It was late Saturday, and they were heading toward St. Louis. They’d heard the news on the radio about the attack on the CDC.


  Neither of them doubted Hannibal Silo was behind it.


  Ax had also received a message from Bubba on the secure sat-phone he had, informing him that a vaccine had been isolated and that the team was moving to a more secure location. If he and Kali didn’t want to join the Drunk Monkeys, they would officially be on their own if there was no one close by to render assistance.


  Now knowing what the world could hold in store, the fact that they’d be alone terrified Ax more than a little, but he knew it was necessary. He and Kali had to do this on their own.


  Ax drove Kali’s car. They’d taken it because she rightly worried there might be a tracker on his. He left his in Atlanta for his brothers to use and only told them he was traveling for work, for his new job.


  They’d opted to take back roads despite the heavy holiday weekend traffic. It wasn’t worth the risk being spotted. Kali was no longer recognizable as Mary Silo, but Ax knew dumb luck chances could still happen.


  Law enforcement would be focused on heavier-traveled roads, like the Interstates. It’d mean a longer drive for them, but that was fine.


  They’d use the time to plan.


  He’d also told Kali he was in contact with Bubba, and why. Ax refused to squander the goodwill and assistance he and Kali would still get from Bubba and the Drunk Monkeys. That, and he didn’t want the group wasting their time and resources looking for them.


  It was a given that the Drunk Monkeys would eventually find them if they wanted to look for them. Telling them where they were going meant he could relax and focus on the task at hand, the part he wasn’t revealing to them.


  That they were going to take down Hannibal Silo.


  Going through the church’s data, Ax and Kali both were convinced Hannibal didn’t have any other aces up his sleeves, such as the LA Preachsearch project. There were at least two other Kite drug labs, but one of them was dormant, and the other wasn’t even up and running yet.


  There were no reports of ODs or Kite infections in those areas, either.


  Hannibal’s disgusting Legacy Project was on hold, and the child brides appeared to be unmolested as of yet. With media scrutiny still somewhat high, Hannibal apparently didn’t want to risk bringing unwanted attention to those plans.


  Ax also agreed with Kali’s assessment that once word got out about the vaccine it might trigger Silo to do something nuttier than he already had. There might already be plans in the works for a SOTIF team to take him out, so they’d have to be ready to act quickly.


  If they wanted to bogart the pleasure of that task, they’d need to move into position and prepare. He already knew how they could do it. The way the compounds’ security systems were set up was pathetically predictable, and all the compounds had been built the same way.


  Their plan was to wait for the final vaccine to be announced, put into production, and distribution timelines issued. Once that happened, Hannibal was a dead man.


  Ax hoped the unit forgave him for this, but he and Kali had dibs on the asshole. Between the torture and suffering she’d endured, and the deaths of his parents…Well, he didn’t feel the slightest bit of hesitation or remorse over their plans.


  They’d have to take out Jerald, too. He’d be first. His quarters were on a lower floor than Hannibal’s, and he’d be the easier target. In St. Louis they’d have plenty of time to scope out the situation and prepare. It might even mean inserting themselves into the compound under false IDs. The compound still had vacancies. Ax had even gone into their housing database and reserved them a small apartment.


  They wouldn’t actually go that far unless it looked like the compound was going into full lockdown mode. They’d prefer to stay outside the walls and wait there.


  “You all right, son?” Kali asked, breaking his reverie.


  “Yeah. Just thinking about the plan.”


  She offered him a brilliant smile. “We can’t fail.”


  “Please don’t jinx us.”


  “Oh, this is the truth of God’s will,” she said. “Heavenly retribution in the form of two really pissed off people. Don’t worry. Hannibal’s hubris will be his ultimate downfall.”


  He was glad she felt so confident, but he’d seen first-hand how resourceful the reverend was when it came to outsourcing help. Kali might be good with a gun, but he wasn’t. All it’d take would be one ill-timed misstep for them to both turn up dead without Hannibal joining them.


  “I did make it clear I’ve only shot a couple of times, right?”


  “I’ll take care of that, when the time comes. I’m sure we won’t even need to fire our guns.”


  “Glad you’re so confident.”


  “I refuse to be any other way. You have no idea how long I’ve waited for this day and ever thought it’d come.”


  “The day you’re free of your husband?”


  She smiled, but it chilled him deeply, all the way through to the very core of his soul. “No. The day I make him my bitch.”


  


  * * * *


  


  At least an hour before sunrise Sunday morning, Kali directed Ax where to park the car and got out, pulling on gloves as she started to walk. Beneath her hiking boots the snow crunched as she headed for her destination.


  “Hold on,” he called out, getting the car locked and hurrying to catch up.


  Their breaths fogged the cold air as they walked.


  “Where are we going?” he asked.


  “Shh.”


  She’d walked this path several times while she still lived here. She’d spent plenty of time daydreaming, scheming, planning, even though before now she realized those plans had little hope of coming to fruition without assistance.


  Assistance she now had in spades.


  They emerged from the trees at the top of a hill overlooking a valley. Below them lay the Church of the Rising Sunset’s St. Louis compound.


  “There’s our target,” she said, her senses on full alert. “That’s where we’ll take him down. I wanted you to see it like this.”


  “Why?”


  “Because one day, very soon, it’ll belong to us.” She stared up at him. “Hannibal put on a damn good show for everyone over the years. That’s why only people like Jerald and Dr. Isley saw the truth. I’m on all the church records and paperwork. He dies, it all goes to me.” She returned her focus to the compound below them. “That’s why Jerald has to die, too. Because like you said, he will want to make me disappear once Hannibal’s out of the picture.”


  “You’re sure he won’t be of more use to us alive?”


  “Absolutely not. Had he not been Hannibal’s willing accomplice all these years, I’d give him a lump-sum payment to make him go away. He stood by and not only encouraged Hannibal, but actively helped him. He helped Hannibal scout out the girls.” She slowly shook her head. “Someone willing to sink to those depths isn’t worthy of life.”


  He rubbed his hands together, blowing into them before jamming them into his pockets. “I’m not sure how much time we’ll have to plan this.”


  “That’s why we’ll have to act quickly. Right now, the media will be focused on what happened in Atlanta yesterday. Hannibal will fall from the world’s attention. And once the vaccine is announced, no one will give a shit about a pervy preacher. All they’ll care about is how soon they get their dose of the vaccine.”


  “So now where?”


  “Let’s get a hotel room for the day and sleep. We’ll find a better place to stay tomorrow.”


  “Okay.”


  They turned, Kali leading the way back to the car. How good it felt to do this, to be here, and to now know that whatever they planned, they would not fail.


  They could not fail. With Ax’s help and the support of Arliss’ resources, they’d get rid of Hannibal once and for all and she’d finally be able to do some good with the rest of her life.


  And she’d make sure to dismantle every last bit of Hannibal’s “legacy” in the process.


  Keeping him alive for that purpose would be so much fun, forcing him to witness his own downfall, but she was no idiot. You didn’t keep a dangerous predator captive and taunting it. You either killed it, or released it back into the wild into its proper environment.


  Unfortunately, for a predator like Hannibal, there was no proper environment. It was unlikely a court would convict him. He was too slippery for that.


  Jail would only give him a chance to become a martyr and earn converts to his cause. A falcon with its wings clipped still had a beak and talons with which to rip and tear.


  No, like any predator unfit for release, Hannibal had to be put down for good.


  Before he could take anyone else with him.


  Her only regret was not growing a backbone sooner, before all those people in LA and Barstow and New York and elsewhere died.


  She would spend the rest of her life atoning for those deaths by making sure the church became what it should be—a force of light and good.


  Everything Hannibal Silo wasn’t.


  


  * * * *


  


  The controlled chaos of the final loading late Sunday afternoon nearly overwhelmed Leta. There wasn’t anything for her to do but stay warm and out of the way as the men quickly broke down everything necessary to transport and completed the loading process.


  They still “owned” the safe house location, as they did the one in Florida, and could always retreat to them if needed.


  Despite now having more stuff, and two additional people in her SUV, Leta was shocked to discover that when her men did the packing there was plenty of room to spare. She’d ride in back, the seat now up but half-filled with gear.


  Giving her a cozy nest for the trip.


  Hell, she’d had less comfortable cots while in med school. This was a piece of cake.


  After a last, late lunch of MREs, Papa called everyone to gather around. “Panda and the others landed safely and are waiting for us. When we get there, we’ll be unloading the trucks and reloading the plane immediately. The RV will go with us, of course, but the rest of the vehicles and unnecessary gear will be left behind there for us to claim later. We won’t be needing them, anyway.”


  “Gonna need dog sleds,” Kilo jokingly grumbled. “You’re killing us Florida natives. You know that, right?”


  Leta looked up at Uncle and silently mouthed, “Dog sleds?”


  He draped an arm around her and pulled her close. “We’ll keep you warm,” he whispered.


  “Everyone, keep up,” Papa continued. “You all have radios. Stay frosty, but considering the food chain appears secure, we shouldn’t hit any resistance along the way. Load up and move out.”


  Snuggled into her spot in the backseat, Leta stared out the window as Uncle took the first shift driving. Frankly, with the risk of black ice on the frigid roads, she didn’t want anything to do with that. Her SUV had all-wheel drive, but she’d never driven on anything other than snow- and ice-free Florida roads.


  That’d be irony, to survive an attack by armed gunmen just to get us all killed in a fricking car wreck.


  All the stress had caught up with her, too. She quickly dozed and startled awake some time later with Uncle gently shaking her shoulder. It was dark out, and the cold air washing in through the open door made her shiver.


  “Gas and bathroom break, babe.” Both men were wearing surgical masks.


  She pulled hers up and into place. “Where are we?” At this point the masks were more to help hide their true identities than to prevent them from catching anything. In the cold air, no way the virus could survive airborne.


  Zed offered her a hand to get out. “North of Nashville.”


  “Where, exactly, are we going?” she asked as she got out and started to stretch.


  “Not too far west of Kansas City. We’ll be cutting through St. Louis. Not worth the risk taking back roads. It’s the tail end of a holiday weekend. We’ll be less visible among all the other traffic.”


  “Are we being followed?” She suddenly felt very exposed despite the gun tucked inside her holster in her waistband.


  “No.” Uncle laced fingers with her and led her toward the building while Zed pumped the gas. “Papa’s got Roscoe, Niner, and Annie bringing up the rear and watching for problems.”


  They all pulled out less than fifteen minutes later. Feeling a little more awake now, Leta watched the strange landscape pass outside her window. This was so foreign to her. Patches of snow interspersed among barren trees and fallow fields. Hills that might as well be mountains compared to Florida.


  All these people who had not only taken her in and accepted her, but who were quickly becoming adopted family, in her mind. Sure, she’d had coworkers and friends and fellow students over the years, but not even Gary had ever felt like “family” to her.


  How sad is that?


  She’d thought she’d loved him but the truth was, she’d never really deeply thought about it, too busy just staying afloat in school and work and life.


  Forced to sit back and contemplate, she realized it felt like her life had truly just begun. They’d told her Archie’s guy would make a full recovery, thanks to her quick actions. Yes, she’d saved his life by not waiting.


  As the night deepened, traffic thinned around them even as her thoughts thickened and swirled within her brain.


  She was embedded with a covert military special operations unit, traveling across the country, about to help release the biggest scientific breakthrough for humanity since the discovery of antibiotics and pasteurization.


  She was helping save the world.


  With two really hot guys who were fantastic in bed and who seemed to be genuinely good men.


  Was this some sort of karmic reward for all the shit she’d been through in her life? Then again, compared to many, she’d had a decent life, if you didn’t count the part about being orphaned twice and ending up in state care. There were people who’d kill to have the childhood she’d endured, the opportunities she’d been given in return. College and medical school.


  A chance to save lives while safely ensconced within the safety of a hospital’s walls. And yet she’d walked away from that all because of a hot and sleep-deprived sexual encounter with two strangers who’d been able to ring her bell multiple times.


  No, putting on a hero’s mantle was never something she’d envisioned. And she wouldn’t even try to take credit for anything the group had been through before she’d joined them.


  Yet to be on the front row of this monumental development was…


  Mind blowing.


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  


  Sunday night, Tank got up several times to patrol the building and even walk around outside on the roof. It wouldn’t do for them to be caught unawares, and Gatsby’s disinterest in posting a sentry at all times meant no one would volunteer to do it.


  Except her.


  Meaning she’d get little to no sleep right now. Especially since she couldn’t tell them why, following Saturday afternoon’s events, it was so vital for them to pay.


  Fucking.


  Attention.


  Not having a sentry on duty chafed at her on several levels. After the way she’d proven her knowledge, her common sense, for such a basic thing to be ignored was practically an insult.


  It was only a matter of time before one of the idiots grew too complacent and did something dumb and they’d have to move again.


  Hopefully it wouldn’t be too long before she could get them corralled and finally headed to safety. The events in Atlanta worried her. She knew damn well who was behind it. Didn’t take a rocket scientist to deduce it was Rev. Silo’s last-ditch Hail Mary.


  It also meant there might be more military teams in this region than she originally suspected. That meant a lot more danger.


  She was on one of her rooftop patrols about an hour before dawn Monday morning when she felt the sat-phone in her jacket pocket vibrate with an incoming text. Startled, she pulled it out and looked at it.


  ASAP. Window closes Tuesday morning.


  “Shit,” she whispered. She thought about her reply before sending it.


  RR. I’ll do my best. OO


  She slipped it back into her pocket. Getting them moving again this soon after convincing them they had a reasonably safe hideout might be problematic.


  Couldn’t be helped.


  They had one reliable vehicle and two less-than reliable ones. Getting them all to Topeka might be tricky despite how close they were.


  After one final tour around the roof, she headed downstairs again and nearly tripped over Sylvan sitting on the top step of the landing.


  Laptop open, it illuminated her shocked expression as she stared up at Tank.


  “What the—” Tank grabbed the laptop from her. “Oh, hell no. Fuck, no. What did we tell you?” She slammed the lid shut, fighting the urge to go back up to the roof and sling it off said roof and into the darkness.


  “My parents, Tank,” she tearfully whispered. “I have to find them.”


  Tank realized this was actually the answer to her prayers. “What did you do?”


  “I just posted another message. To a different board, I swear. And seeing if anyone responded to my earlier posts.”


  Tank pinched the bridge of her nose. “We have to move again. They’ll be on to us.”


  “But it was one message. Late at night!”


  “They’re monitoring stuff twenty-four/seven. Don’t you realize that? There’s a government sysadmin sitting somewhere looking for hits on searches like this. There’s probably already been a flag raised and an all-call sent out. Dammit!”


  Sylvan had been raised with the hat-trick of privilege—wealthy parents, good looks, and personality. To her, before all of this, survival had meant figuring out when she could get her hair or nails done and not have to wait in line.


  If it hadn’t been for her having an unrequited crush on Gatsby, Sylvan likely wouldn’t be here now.


  Tank grabbed Sylvan by the arm, hauled her to her feet, and dragged her downstairs with her. She marched into the makeshift tent area and turned on a battery-operated lantern. “Everybody wake up. We need to get ready to move. Leave the overhead lights off. We have to leave.”


  Sleepy protests greeted her announcement. Tank shoved Sylvan’s laptop at her. “Sylvan was posting messages.”


  That got Gatsby’s attention. He sat up. “What?”


  Tank turned and pointed at the girl. “Thank god I was doing watches. I caught her on her laptop, posting about her parents. Again.”


  Gatsby settled his glasses into place and stared up at Sylvan. “Well?”


  The girl burst into tears. “I just want to know if my parents are okay!”


  “You don’t think we all want that?” he yelled at her. He glared at her, then to everyone else in turn. “I can’t do this by myself. We have a job to do. Our job is to expose what the government and military did to its own people in LA, Barstow, and elsewhere. How are we supposed to do that if we’re dead?”


  Sylvan clutched the laptop to her. Gatsby got up, took it from her, flipped it over, and removed the sat-card from its compartment at the bottom. Shoving it back at her, he said, “There. Until you can prove you’re responsible enough to follow instructions, I’ll hold on to this.” He turned around, taking everyone in. “Anyone think they can do this better than I am, speak up now. Otherwise, quit fighting logic.”


  Then, he turned toward Tank. “Where can we go from here? Listening to you has kept me alive. Maybe the rest of them don’t appreciate that, but I sure as hell do.”


  Tank hoped no one spotted her sigh of relief. “One of my contacts told me about a place not far from here. Just west of Topeka. If we can get there, we can hook up with another group, a larger group, who are doing sort of what we’re doing.”


  “You trust this contact?”


  “Yeah. They haven’t lied to me or been wrong yet. They’re the ones who kept us from going to Barstow.”


  He studied her for a long moment before nodding. “Everyone, get packed. The one car, it won’t run long in the dark. There’s not enough reserve charge in its system. If we have to ditch it, we will, and pile into the truck. How long do you think we have to get out of here?”


  “After what happened in Atlanta, I don’t think waiting around is a good plan. Anything that threatens domestic peace, in the military’s eyes, will be a valid target. Meaning us.”


  She wanted to scare them all enough to keep them moving, not terrify them into a panicked denning mentality.


  “Good point. Let’s get ready to get out of here.”


  Finally.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kali and Ax opted to be packed and out of the room before dawn Monday morning, before most other people were awake and moving around. Less chance of someone spotting and recognizing her that way.


  She drove this time, and headed for the same spot overlooking the compound.


  “Why are we back here?” he asked.


  She stood with her hands in the pockets of her coat, a peaceful smile filling her expression. “Because when you’ve spent forty years in a prison, sometimes it’s nice just to stand somewhere you want, when you want, for as long as you want, and take a look at the scenery.”


  “Oh. Sorry.”


  “Don’t apologize for what you didn’t do, son.”


  He stood there with her as the sun rose, casting light across the valley. Even having seen and heard the video and audio evidence she provided, he couldn’t wrap his head around what she’d endured. Her dreams taken from her, her life controlled, no peace of mind.


  No peace.


  No wonder her sanity had slipped a few cogs. Then again, hadn’t his?


  Hannibal Silo had ruined both their lives, in his own way. Kali, admittedly, had the larger claim.


  Whatever he had to do to help her, he would. Especially since Silo had made him indirectly responsible for the deaths of Scooter’s friends.


  That would lay heavy on his conscience for the rest of his life.


  When this was over, he wondered if they’d ever be able to spread the full story about what Silo did, or if his deeds would forever be shrouded by the larger picture, lost to history once the principals all died off.


  Kali hadn’t been quite so forthcoming with that part of her plan yet, how to handle Silo’s “legacy” once he was dead. Although Ax supposed it really didn’t matter.


  The only thing that mattered right now was killing Hannibal Silo.


  “So we don’t know how long until they get the vaccine in production, do we?” she asked, startling him out of his thoughts.


  “Um, no. They’re moving and have to get settled. I’m guessing the vaccine will go into production at that point and then they’ll start distributing it.”


  She slowly nodded. The rising sun illuminated her face with a golden glow. He couldn’t see her eyes behind the dark sunglasses she wore.


  “We should be ready,” she finally said.


  “For…?”


  “Killing him.” She slowly turned to face him. “Killing Hannibal. Once Bubba tells you that the vaccine is in production, we should be ready to kill Hannibal. I want to be ready to do it at any time.”


  “We…we need to plan the operation. We can’t just run in there and shoot everyone. We’ll end up dead.”


  “That’s why we need to plan. Now. From this point on, our lives will be focused on ending Hannibal’s. After that’s done, we can relax and take a break and figure out what to do next.” Her smile widened, showing teeth. Predatory.


  Wolfish.


  “So close,” she whispered. “Can’t you feel it?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Right now, Jerald is in there. We could go in and kill him.” She turned back where sunlight lay over the compound. “Hannibal will be back from Vermont this afternoon. Wouldn’t that be a shocker for him to arrive and find his little pet toad dead?”


  Fear filled him. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. That would tip him off. We’d never get close to Hannibal again.”


  She let out a sigh. “Just a fantasy,” she said. “Now that my mind is clear, I find myself with lots of revenge fantasies. Fantasies I never let myself indulge in before. It felt like Hannibal almost knew what I was thinking and would punish me for it. If he thought I was happy, if he thought I was in the slightest way not miserable.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Stop apologizing. You didn’t do it to me. I did it to myself for not standing up to the bastard all those years ago. I let him into my brain. I should have filed charges against him. Instead, I let him spin it, that he’d ruin me and my reputation. Maybe he would have, but he’d be in jail. My parents had money and he had nothing but a scholarship. They could have buried him. Instead, I let my fear control me. Fear of my parents, fear of Hannibal. I let that make my decisions for me.”


  She turned back to him and pulled off her sunglasses. Her gaze burned into his. “No more fear. I used it all up. That woman is dead now, and all that remains is vengeance.”


  Despite her smaller frame, he felt a chill run through him.


  Fuck, she was scaring the crap out of him now, and they were on the same damn side. “Okay.”


  “No fear,” she said. “Hannibal feeds on fear like a vampire. He is a vampire, feeding on fear and money and a need for people to hope they have an everlasting life. Well, I have news for them all. There is no hell except the one here on earth. No heaven, either, except the one we make for ourselves. God is inside all of us, and the right hand of God is about to smite the ever-loving fuck out of Hannibal Silo. Amen.”


  Ax swallowed hard. He thought he might have just pissed himself a little. The voice coming from the woman sounded forged in the fires of the heart of the sun, a steely, deadly strength to her tone that cut sharply through the crisp morning air.


  “Amen,” he whispered.


  She turned to head back to the car. He tried to walk and couldn’t, just yet. He wasn’t sure who she was, but it felt like he’d just witnessed yet another transformation. Kali Enyo wasn’t just a goddess in name.


  The energy coursing from her felt like the embodiment of a force of divine retribution crammed inside a meat suit and handed a gun.


  Finally, he followed her.


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  


  Tank tried to lead by example, getting her shit packed and ready to move in less than five minutes.


  Everyone else, except Gatsby and Connell, was taking their sweet time.


  Even Gatsby finally noted it. “Okay, people. We need to move.”


  “We’re still half asleep!” Sylvan complained.


  “We’re leaving in thirty minutes,” he said. “Ready or not. Anything not packed gets left behind, including people.”


  Sylvan pouted. “I wanted to grab a shower.”


  “Tough,” Tank said, arms crossed over her chest. “Getting on the road will keep us alive. Corpses start to smell after a while, anyway. Better you’re still breathing and smelly.”


  “You’re a real bitch, you know that?”


  Connell stepped between them. “Whoa, Sylvan. I admit I fucked up before.” He jabbed a finger at the girl. “This time, this is on you. Wouldn’t need to leave if you hadn’t fucked up.”


  “I just want to find my parents!”


  “I don’t know where mine are, either,” he shot back, his voice rising in anger. “They’re probably dead, just like yours are probably dead, just like all our parents are probably dead!”


  The room fell silent, everyone staring at him.


  No one had dared voice that out loud yet, even though they all had to be thinking it.


  Connell leaned over, getting into Sylvan’s face and raising his voice. “They’re dead, all right? Let’s not join them, huh? Tank has managed to keep our fucking asses alive this long. I’m willing to keep following her until I see proof otherwise. What have you done except cause us to have to move twice now?”


  Gatsby stepped in and eased him back. “It’s okay, man,” he softly said. “Calm dow—”


  He shook Gatsby off. “No, it’s not fucking okay! If no one else is willing to say it, I am.” He turned around, meeting everyone’s gazes except Tank’s.


  “We are alone now. We’ve got the fucking government coming after our asses for exposing what they did. They barbecued a million men, women, and children in Barstow. They set it up and then blew them up. We know that. You don’t think they’ll hesitate to spend fifteen bullets to blow our brains out, think again! We’re walking dead, and unless we keep moving, we’re done.”


  Connell pointed at Sylvan. “So quit your fucking whining about a goddamned shower and let’s listen to Tank, okay? We’re damned lucky she’s with us. If it wasn’t for her parents being in the military and her knowing some of the stuff she knows, we wouldn’t be here right now.”


  It was a hollow victory, but Tank would take it.


  Now they were all staring at her, even Gatsby, but Tank didn’t want to take control of the group like that. Didn’t want the focus on her in that way. Covertly steer them and their actions, yes.


  Lead them?


  She didn’t want that label stuck to her forehead, or that target on her ass.


  Gatsby finally broke the uneasy silence. “Tank, again, thank you for what you’ve done for us. I should have publicly said it a lot sooner.”


  She shrugged, now feeling genuinely uncomfortable, ironically. “Yeah, well, it’s my hide, too. For the record, I don’t know where or how my dad is. Last time I heard from my mom, she was still okay, but I don’t know if she still is or not. She’s over in Germany. My dad was in Manila. Status unknown. I doubt he’s alive.”


  The prickle of tears in her eyes caught her by surprise and she wiped at them. It was one of the few truly personal things she’d been able to talk about with them.


  Gatsby walked over to her. “So tell us, what do we need to do now?”


  She shook her head. “You’re our leader.”


  “And I’m asking you what we need to do.”


  Tank took a deep breath and blew it out again, forcing her mind back into the track it needed to ride in right now. “We need to get packed up and get out of here, at least. Move a couple of miles away. Then we can take a few minutes to eat and regroup. I need to study a map,” she fudged. “Make sure I have the directions right before we head out. But we need to get out of here. Now.”


  “You heard her,” Gatsby said. “Let’s get moving.” He fixed a pointed stare at Sylvan. “Now. Be ready to leave in ten minutes, or you’re walking.”


  Tank slung the messenger bag she carried her laptop in across her chest, then grabbed her rucksack and duffel bag. She carried them out to the truck she’d been driving and loaded them inside, her senses on high alert. They weren’t in a residential area. It was an older, run-down mix of warehouses, industrial businesses, and commercial buildings. Traffic was starting to pick up a little because she could hear it in the distance.


  It felt open, exposed.


  Too exposed.


  She grabbed the three extra mags out of the concealed pocket at the bottom of the messenger bag and tucked them into her left jacket pocket. Her nine millimeter, the one none of them knew she had, she slipped out of her back holster and tucked it into her right jacket pocket. It wasn’t ideal, but it would be a little more accessible.


  Walking the perimeter of the building, she kept her eyes and ears wide open, on alert, looking for any hint of something that didn’t belong.


  If they didn’t get moving soon, she’d have to take off without them. They had maybe an hour at the outside before the government would have triangulated their location and gotten troops mobilized.


  While at the back side of the building, she pulled out her sat-phone and texted her contact.


  EXFIL ASAP. 15 SOBS.


  She received a response seconds later.


  20?


  She pulled up the GPS coordinates and texted them.


  Barely time for three breaths before they replied.


  EXFIL en route. ETA < 1hr. Will ID as friends of Ax.


  Followed by GPS coordinates for the meeting spot, a park not even twenty minutes away.


  Another sigh of relief. Now she had an answer for the group as to where they should go immediately. She wiped the messages and stuck the phone back in her pocket.


  When she walked around the front of the building, Gatsby was emerging and loading his stuff. He turned to her.


  “Forget what Sylvan says. I, for one, really appreciate everything you’ve done.” He stuck out his hand.


  She shook with him. “I don’t want to be in charge,” she said. “I’m happy with you making the final decisions. I just want to stay alive. That’s all.”


  “Don’t they say every good leader has great advisors?” He smiled at her.


  He wasn’t bad-looking. In a different time and place, a different world, she might consider pursuing something with him.


  “Advise you, I’m happy to do that. But as far as I’m concerned, you’re stuck being the head dude what’s in charge.” She flashed him a grin.


  “Gee, thanks. I think.” But he returned her smile. “I’ll go get the rest of them ready. I think wherever we end up tonight, we probably should post some lookouts. Did you even get any sleep last night?”


  Finally, a breakthrough. She shrugged. “I could use a nap.”


  “Until we know for sure the rest of them won’t do something totally stupid and get us killed, me and Connell will help with the lookouts.”


  “Thanks.”


  She watched him walk inside. How would he react later, she wondered. Would he see the pragmatic aspects of their situation and adapt, or would he rebel and end up dying anyway?


  They had a vital role to play in this terrifyingly deadly new world. Until Kite was controlled, and the butchers of Barstow were brought to justice, she had to do her best to keep them all together and keep them working toward their goal.


  And keep them alive.


  


  * * * *


  


  A little after dawn, and their convoy was already in Topeka when Papa pulled everyone over into the parking lot of an empty strip mall.


  Their commanding officer walked to one of the vehicles ahead of them, stopped, talked to the occupants, then continued on to theirs.


  “What’s up?” Zed asked after rolling down the driver’s side window.


  “Need a few people to go back to KC.”


  “Why?”


  “Extraction.”


  Leta leaned forward in her seat. “What?”


  “There’s a team of hacktivists, students. Ax has been in contact with them. Bubba said they might be in trouble. We’re to render assistance and bring them in.”


  “Shit,” Zed and Uncle both muttered.


  “What?” she asked. “What’s wrong? Why is this bad?”


  Uncle glanced back over his shoulder. “Civvies.”


  “I’m a civvie.”


  “Yeah? And you’re a doctor.”


  Papa patted the driver’s door. “Lima, Niner, and Chief are going with you. We’re moving equipment and personnel around now. Come get geared up.”


  Zed shifted the vehicle into park but left it running for the heater so she wouldn’t get cold. She watched through the windshield as the men gathered around another vehicle, selected their gear—including weapons—then returned. Once they were back in and situated, she asked.


  “Is this going to be dangerous?” They’d both grabbed carbines.


  Uncle looked grim. “That’s why we’re taking a doctor along.” Before leaving Georgia they’d packed Doc’s portable medical kit in her SUV with her other gear.


  “What’s going on?”


  Once again, Uncle turned. “Military has a massive hard-on for these kids. They broke into servers and pulled on-site footage from Barstow and started posting it. They’ve got standing STK orders out on them.”


  “STK?”


  “Shoot to kill,” Zed clarified.


  Her stomach rolled. “And we’re bringing them in? With us?”


  “We’re not standard military. We’re the only chance they’ve got to survive. Get them in, safe, and take them with us to our next destination. Won’t have to deal with them after that, Bubba said.”


  “Why can’t your general dude cancel the order to kill them?”


  “Because he can’t reveal his hand right now. He wants to get the word out about what happened in Barstow. He’s trying to get the bad guys out of office, the corporate-sponsored shills. If he openly interferes with the STK order, it puts a spotlight on him that he might not be able to shake.”


  “You remember I can’t shoot, right?”


  “You shot that guy,” Uncle reminded her.


  “Not accurately, and I didn’t kill him. That was Clara.”


  Zed let out a sigh. “That’s why you’ll be our driver once we get there.”


  “Uh, problem.” She waved her hand at the window closest to her. “Ice and snow.”


  “Roads are salted around here. It’s warm enough there won’t be much ice on the roads by the time we get back there to them.”


  “Do we even know where they are?” She didn’t want to put more miles between them and safety. She wanted to get to safety and stay there.


  “Bubba said he’s got their twenty.”


  She stared at Uncle. “You realize I have no idea what that means, right?”


  Zed snorted. “Their location.”


  “Then why couldn’t you just say that?” She felt badly about her shrill tone, but her nerves felt stretched to the breaking point. They’d assured her that wherever it was they were going was safe, secure. She’d felt incredibly exposed and vulnerable while out on the road.


  And now they were going back.


  Uncle finally grokked the source of her distress. He turned in his seat as much as possible to look at her. “Do you want us to swap you out with Doc or Tango?”


  Oddly enough, it was the patient, calm tone of his voice that sliced through her soul and made her feel like complete and utter shit. She’d risked her life to save a guy she didn’t even know, and yet she didn’t want to watch the backs of the two guys she was madly in love with?


  “No,” she said. “I’ll go. I’m just…terrified.”


  He reached back and palmed her cheek, evenly meeting her gaze. “It’s okay to be scared.”


  “You guys aren’t scared.”


  Zed snorted. “Baby, we usually spend a good chunk of time on our missions with a pucker factor of eleven on a scale of one to ten. We just don’t let it interfere with our job.”


  “Scared is okay,” Uncle said, still staring into her eyes. “And we get it. This isn’t your gig, it’s all new to you. We’ll ask Doc or Tango to come—”


  “No,” she said, resolute. “As long as you don’t mind me being scared.”


  “We’d worry more about you if you weren’t,” Uncle said. “Just like we know you had to be terrified back there in Atlanta, but your training took over. You saved Archie’s guy. You and Clara both.”


  “She saved our lives,” Leta said. “Clara. That was all her. If it wasn’t for her, I’d be dead. Twice over.”


  “Training. Her training is different from yours, and from ours.”


  “When does it get easier?”


  He smiled and pulled his hand away so he could face front again. “When we figure that out, babe, we’ll let you know.”


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  


  Leta kept her mouth shut and sat back in the seat. Still behind the wheel, Zed followed as Niner drove the lead vehicle, a minivan they could cram extra people and gear into if necessary. Apparently the group they were going to retrieve was comprised of fifteen unarmed student hackers, friends of Ax’s who’d been sowing their own brand of chaos by exposing what happened in Barstow and elsewhere.


  Since they were friends of the aforementioned hacker, Ax, who’d left the group just before Leta’s arrival, General Arliss wanted them protected and moved with them to safety.


  The sun rose higher in the sky, shining directly into their eyes as they traveled east toward the meeting point on the west side of Kansas City. Lima had already radioed the coordinates to Uncle, who tapped them into his tablet to pull up the map.


  Zed got on the radio. “Any word from Bubba if there are unfriendlies on their trail yet?”


  “Unfortunately, yes. A group of four was dispatched from Ft. Leavenworth. Hopefully our cargo will have moved their asses in time to no longer be where that team thinks they are.”


  “How does that work?” Leta asked, still feeling ill. “I mean, technically those soldiers are on the same side you are. You’d shoot them?”


  “Not unless we’re forced to,” Uncle grimly said. “Our orders are to exfil the student group. As long as they’re waiting for us at the meeting point, we’ll be able to get out of here without firing any shots.”


  “I hate jargon.” The irony didn’t escape her that she was a doctor, and that the medical field had plenty of its own jargon.


  “Which one threw you?” Zed asked.


  “Exfil.”


  “Exfiltrate,” Uncle clarified. “Extraction. Rescue.”


  “Okay, then why can’t you just say that?”


  “Because the military rarely says in one word what it can say in twenty.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Uncle wasn’t happy about Leta being sent with them. Papa had voiced his reasoning in quiet tones while he and Zed were gearing up earlier.


  “She needs to learn this stuff.”


  “I’d say she did pretty good under literal fire back at the CDC,” he’d grumbled, the closest he’d come yet to outright defying their commanding officer.


  “And that was in a hospital,” he said. “Familiar territory for her. She hasn’t been tried under field conditions yet. We’ve got to toughen her up fast.”


  “You sure this is the way to do it?”


  “Adapt or die,” Papa coldly shot back. “We’re too close to our final goal. Pandora got kidnapped and almost rescued herself. Then she saved Clara’s ass in Mexico. If Leta can’t handle the stress of a routine exfil op, we’ll have to leave her behind in Topeka until everything blows over.”


  He’d heard the way Zed angrily slammed a mag into place on the carbine he was prepping to take with them, but his partner didn’t reply.


  “I’m not trying to be a dick,” Papa added, “but we don’t have the luxury of time. I’m sorry it’s not fair, but I don’t have to tell you that the mission comes first.”


  Their CO had walked away then, leaving Uncle and Zed to exchange an angry glance with each other.


  “Never thought I’d say I hate the old man,” Zed muttered. “But I hate the old man right now.” He slung the carbine strap over his shoulder.


  “Ditto. He’s right, although I hate to admit it.” Stu and Scooter, their two latest additions before Leta, both had the benefit of a couple of days of adjustment time under relatively safe conditions.


  Leta had been forcibly launched from the frying pan into the fire, and now was waiting for a tac-nuke to land on her.


  He got it.


  He didn’t like it, but he got it. And had Leta begged to be left behind for this exfil, it would have crushed him emotionally, because he knew it would have necessitated her being left behind in Topeka while they continued on to their next destination.


  Now it terrified the crap out of him that she was coming with them on a mission, no matter how safe it might be.


  Sometimes it was the safest missions that went tits-up the fastest.


  As they approached the park they were meeting at, he glanced over his shoulder. “Keep it running,” he said. “And be ready for anything. If at any time we tell you to go, you go. With or without us.”


  “Go where?”


  He held up the tablet. “Find your way back to that shopping center we were at in Topeka. Papa will send someone out to wait there if we don’t all return.”


  It broke his heart how terrified she now looked, but when she nodded, it raised more than a little hope in his spirits.


  This woman had been operating on a guy and then opened fire on an armed attacker who burst into her OR.


  If she could handle that, she should be able to handle this.


  He hoped.


  


  * * * *


  


  Tank made another circuit of the building, her unease growing with every minute that passed. The group was starting to assemble, finally, members hauling their gear out and dumping it into whichever vehicle they’d been traveling in at the time.


  Of course it was Sylvan who dragged everyone down, the last to get packed, grousing about it the entire time despite her public chastisement.


  Tank’s nerves felt taut, stretched nearly to breaking. As bickering broke out amongst Sylvan and her two car mates, Tank got behind the wheel of the truck she’d been driving. Sylvan and the other two were in the other car that they weren’t sure would run very long. The truck Tank was driving was on the iffy side, but she hoped it’d make it to Topeka.


  As Tank tapped her fingers on the steering wheel, she idly wondered about taking Sylvan inside the building for a talk.


  Alone.


  And leaving her there.


  Connell and Gatsby walked over to break things up and sent Sylvan and Torphin, one of the other women, to Tank’s truck.


  Dammit.


  As soon as Sylvan opened the passenger door, Tank hooked her thumb at the backseat. “Back there, Sylvan.”


  Sylvan shot her a glare but shoved the seat forward and climbed into the back without complaint. Torphin was only nineteen, but the woman was sharp, quiet, and—this time, at least—listened when Tank talked.


  Tank started the engine and pulled alongside the recalcitrant car. Torphin, riding shotgun, rolled down her window so Tank could talk to Gatsby, who’d gotten behind the wheel.


  “Follow me,” Tank said. “I found a place we can sit and let that thing charge up for a little while.”


  He gave her a thumbs-up. “Lead the way.”


  Some of the parks had outside charging stations. If nothing else, the solar backup on the car could get a little bit of sun while they ate breakfast.


  And waited for the exfil team.


  Tank pulled around the front of the van and kept an eye on her rearview mirror as she drove. Not just to make sure the other two vehicles were following.


  To also make sure they weren’t being followed.


  Hopefully they’d gotten away in time. She was honestly shocked local law enforcement hadn’t shown up by now. Then again, maybe that particular arm of the military didn’t want local law enforcement knowing what had really happened in Barstow.


  They were three blocks from their hideout when they passed a car with four men in it going the opposite direction. Tank deliberately didn’t make eye contact with the occupants, but of course fucking Sylvan noticed them.


  She turned, staring out the back window.


  “Face forward,” Tank ordered, speeding up a little and hoping it was just a coincidence.


  “What, I can’t even look out a window now?”


  So much for her listening.


  Tank swore as she saw brake lights come on and the car stopped.


  It made a U-turn.


  “Shit.” She looked at Torphin. “Call Connell’s burner and tell him to tell Gatsby they need to fucking move their asses.” She floored it, hoping Ellsen, the guy driving the van, would keep up with her.


  “What’s going on?” Sylvan asked.


  “Shut the hell up,” Tank ordered, dropping the truck into a lower gear as they hit a grade and powered up it. “Get down.”


  “What?”


  An unmistakable pop of gunfire, and Tank’s sideview mirror exploded in a shower of glass. “Get the fuck down! They’re shooting at us.” She floored it, blasting through a red light, Ellsen and Gatsby taking it with her and causing a spin-out behind them that blocked their pursuer.


  “What do I tell him?” Torphin shrieked.


  “Tell them to keep up or they’re dead,” Tank grimly said. It wouldn’t take long for their pursuers to catch up.


  In the backseat, Sylvan started sobbing. “We’re going to die!”


  “Remember that next time you want to look for your family.” Tank whipped it around a corner, the van and Gatsby keeping up. “This is all on you, girlie.”


  Yes, Tank fully admitted it made her a bitch, but being polite to the girl wasn’t exactly on her top ten list of things to do at that exact moment.


  What she wished was that she had a direct phone number for the exfil team. Since her hands were a little full at the moment, she’d have to hope their lucky streak from LA to KC held out just a few minutes longer.


  They raced down a straight road, less than three miles from the park now. She fished the gun out of her jacket pocket and laid it in her lap.


  Torphin, who was still on the phone with Connell, looked over and screamed. “What the hell is that?”


  “It’s a gun. Dammit.” A glance in the rearview mirror showed their pursuers were back, just rounding a corner behind her.


  “A gun? How long have you had a gun? She has a gun!”


  “A gun or this gun?” Tank realized Torphin’s last comment was into the phone, to Connell. “Shit!”


  Tank saw the problem even as Torphin announced it. “Oh, my god! He said the engine just died.”


  “Hang on.” Tank cut a hard U-turn and punched the window button. Cold air streamed into the compartment as she pulled up alongside the pursuing car at the same time they pulled alongside Connell and Gatsby.


  Her nine sounded like a dry fart compared to whatever they were firing at Gatsby and Connell, but she had in her favor the fact that they weren’t expecting her to blow out the driver’s window and take him out. He slumped over, swerving and nearly hitting her, and from the way the passenger jerked, she suspected he was hit, too, either by her round or the driver’s brain matter.


  Sorry, guys. Survival of the fittest.


  Sylvan and Torphin were both screaming as Tank hung another hard U-turn. The attacker’s car was still moving, even as two guys were piling out of the back doors and swinging their guns toward them.


  “Down!” Tank yelled as she ducked and punched the gas. Several rounds hit the front of the truck and the windshield.


  The sickening sound of bodies bouncing off the hood was nearly drowned out by the other two women shrieking in terror.


  Tank slammed on the brakes, threw the truck into reverse, and blindly backed up, again silently apologizing as she felt them bump over at least one if not two people.


  She threw it into park. “Do not get out.”


  She opened the door, hesitating until no gunfire met that action. She got out, crouching low, gun ready. All sounds had already faded away from the first shot she’d taken. The world disappeared around her as years of training, survival games with her dad, came flooding back to mind. The last were conducted with paintball weapons, no padding or helmets.


  Only when she’d gone twenty-five straight showdowns with him without taking a hit, and had “killed” him, had he let her get her learner’s permit to drive after she turned sixteen.


  Longest damn year of her life, it felt like. All her friends already driving and there she was out in the woods with him every evening and on weekends, trying to earn that damn piece of plastic.


  She wished he was there with her now.


  Staying crouched, she headed around the back of the truck, looking under it and down the street.


  Two men lay prone in the street ahead of them, one of them moving.


  Racing down the passenger side of the truck, she came up to the men, gun ready. The one was either dead or dying, from the blood gushing from his neck. Despite the unnatural angle both of his legs were lying in relation to each other, and the exposed bone sticking out of his left pants leg, the surviving one had enough life in him that he tried to swing his gun up to shoot her.


  “Sorry,” she whispered before she fired, putting a round between his eyes.


  She crouched down and made her way up the driver’s side of the car, which had ended up stalled out and crashed into a pole on the other side of the street.


  Both occupants were dead. Her round had gone through the driver’s head and into the passenger’s.


  Traffic had started to pile up and she spotted the van ahead, now also stopped.


  Connell and Gatsby were both dead. The girl in the backseat, Malyern, was sobbing, curled up in a ball.


  Tank pulled the back door open and yanked her out. “Are you okay?” Tank yelled at her. The world slammed back into focus even as her hearing was still for shit from the previous gunshots.


  Only nineteen, from the smell of it Malyern had pissed herself. But she wasn’t shot.


  Tank reached past her and grabbed the two duffel bags that had been on the back seat next to her and shoved them at her. She pushed her toward the truck. “Get in back with Sylvan.” Fortunately, the men’s rounds had only starred the truck’s windshield and hit the hood, but it was still drivable.


  Tank checked just to make sure, but yes, Gatsby and Connell were both dead. No chance of either of them being alive from the looks of their injuries.


  “Dammit.” She holstered her weapon and walked around the front of the car, opening the driver’s door.


  She popped the trunk latch and ran around to the back, grabbed the three bags that were in there, then jogged back to the truck and tossed them into the bed.


  Getting behind the wheel, she slammed the door and ignored the terrified stares of the other women. She floored it and pulled past the van, hoping Ellsen was a quick study.


  He was, falling in behind her and following her.


  The shakes hit Tank about the time they pulled into the park. Two vehicles sat there, and at that time of morning it was either their exfil team…


  Or she’d just driven them into an ambush, and they were all now dead.


  She slid the truck to a stop in front of the vehicle closest to her, which was parked facing her. Throwing the truck into park, Tank jumped out, gun drawn and pointed through the driver’s side window at the now terrified looking woman. The driver’s window was down.


  “Hands where I can see them, or I shoot her. Tell me who’s your friend?”


  The men, one in the front seat and one behind the driver, kept their hands up. “We’re friends of Ax,” the front passenger said. “Someone call for an exfil?”


  It took Tank a moment to breathe again before she slowly lowered her gun. She slipped it into her holster and held her hands up, backing away as men poured out of both vehicles, and another woman out of the second vehicle.


  The driver she’d drawn on remained where she was, looking terrified out of her wits.


  Civvie.


  “We have to move,” Tank said, hearing how shaky her voice sounded. “Now. We just lost two guys to a team on our asses but there might be more of them following.”


  The man from the passenger side approached, a carbine in his hands now but pointed at the ground. “You good to drive?”


  She couldn’t look him in the eye, but she nodded. “Yeah. I just need a minute.” It felt like an eternity had passed, even though it was less than ten minutes from when the other car had died and their world shifted.


  Fuck.


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  


  Zed’s heart started beating again when the woman holstered her sidearm and held her hands up as she backed away. He’d hate like hell to have to shoot the girl, but she’d pointed that gun at Leta as if she knew how the fuck to use it. This was supposed to be a group of fricking computer geeks, not goddamned soldiers.


  In the truck sat three other young women, all looking equally terrified, and at least eight or nine men and women in the van that’d pulled up behind them.


  The driver still had her hands up but wasn’t backing away from them any longer.


  Zed and Uncle closed ranks to keep themselves between her and Leta. “You don’t look okay,” Uncle said.


  “I just fucking killed four guys trying to kill us, okay? They killed Gatsby and Connell and would have killed the rest of us. Nearly killed Malyern. She was in the car with Gatsby and Connell, in the backseat. She’s damned lucky she didn’t get shot.”


  Behind them, Zed heard the SUV door open.


  Shit.


  Before he could stop her, Leta had ducked around them and was talking to the woman.


  “I’m a doctor. Are you hurt?”


  The woman had finally lowered her hands, but Zed noticed she was making a point of not reaching behind her, keeping her hands out in the open, where they could see them.


  “No, I’m fine, but please check out Malyern. She’s in the backseat with Sylvan.”


  Zed reached out and grabbed Leta’s shoulder before she could move again, waiting until Uncle and the others had cleared the vehicle’s occupants to let Leta go take a look at her.


  “We really need to move out. Now.”


  Zed turned, surprised at the woman’s low, lethal tone. When he stared down at her, despite her outer appearance the weary, hardened eyes of a warrior stared back at him.


  “We need to get to Topeka,” she softly insisted. “We have to get them all to safety.”


  “We will, ma’am. We—”


  “Tank,” she insisted, staring past him to where Leta, now closely supervised by Uncle, was talking to the three distraught women. “Or Tanaka. We use last names or nicknames.”


  “I’m Zed,” he said. “That’s Uncle. The doc is Snarky.”


  “I didn’t hear her speak enough to judge that.”


  He smiled. She had a good, fast sense of humor. “Snarky is her code name. But then, if you’re asking Bubba for an exfil team, you’d know we have code names, wouldn’t you?”


  She lifted her chin. “I don’t know shit, mister.”


  Gooseflesh rippled down his back. It was like he was now talking to a totally different woman. Hell, a girl, a college kid, even though he’d have sworn from the way she’d come out of that truck just moments earlier that she was a battle-hardened soldier.


  His gaze narrowed as he reappraised her. “How old are you?”


  “Twenty-two, man. Too young for all this. People blowing up Barstow. Killing innocent people. We’re just trying to tell the public what’s really going on.”


  The pulse point on the left side of her throat looked like it was trying to independently do a rumba out from under her skin.


  “We need to go, Snarky,” he called to Leta, not taking his eyes off Tank. “Move out.”


  “She can’t drive that,” Chief called over. “Any cops see it, they’ll pop her for the windshield and see the bullet holes in the hood.”


  Fuck.


  Uncle took over. “We’ll leave it. Transfer them and their gear.”


  “We can take them,” Lima said. He and Niner and Chief started getting everyone moved around.


  Zed kept his gaze fixed on Tank. Now she had her arms crossed over her chest and she stared down at the ground, refusing to meet his gaze. “You good?” he asked her.


  “Yeah, man.” She walked over to the truck where she grabbed a messenger bag and a couple of other bags.


  Uncle stepped closer to him as they watched her head to Lima’s SUV.


  “What’s up with her?” Uncle asked.


  Zed slowly shook his head. “I don’t know, for sure.”


  “We going to disarm her?”


  Zed stared at him. “You disarm her. She looked like she knows how to use that damn thing.”


  “Fuck it. Let her keep it.”


  “At least we’ve finally picked up another stray who can shoot.”


  “Amen.”


  Zed had one more thought. He walked over to Lima’s SUV. “How’d you know this was us sitting here?” he asked Tank.


  She shrugged, hands jammed deep in the pockets of her jacket, a sullen look on her face. “Only two cars in the park this time of day? Who else, except maybe the guys chasing us. This is where we were told to come. Sorry about the gun. I had to be sure.”


  “Just don’t do it again.” He didn’t miss that the other three women looked terrified of her, like they were trying to avoid getting any closer to her than necessary.


  He nodded and walked toward the front of the SUV. He leaned in close to Lima. “Keep an ear out.”


  He grinned. “Why? Because you let a teenybopper get the drop on you?”


  “No, because her three ‘friends’ look pants-shitting terrified of her.”


  He walked back to their SUV and nodded toward Uncle. “You drive. I want to talk to Papa before we meet up,” he said as he got into the passenger seat.


  Leta had already climbed into the backseat.


  “What’s up?” Uncle asked him once they were all inside. Lima would lead the way with them bringing up the rear behind the van.


  “I want to give Papa a heads-up about what happened.”


  “You think she’s not legit?” Leta asked.


  “No, she knew the code. She’s who she’s supposed to be.”


  “You’re thinking the same thing I’m thinking,” Uncle said.


  “Yep.”


  Leta’s tone sounded frustrated. “What’s the problem, besides the fact that Bubba didn’t warn us they had someone armed?”


  “I don’t know,” Uncle said. “Just my gut instinct.” He looked at Zed. “And you remember what happened last time I had one of those feelings.”


  “What happened?” Leta asked.


  Zed snorted. “We met you.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Leta could only hear Zed’s side of the conversation, but it disquieted her that her men were both wary of the young woman. Once the obvious fright was over, Leta didn’t understand what their problem was with Tank. Clara and some of the others could shoot.


  “Packages acquired. Need to meet up. And there’s a possible issue… They picked up a team. Lost two of their people. Here’s the kicker, one of them’s armed. A woman, Tank. Ax’s friend. She says she killed the team… Yeah. The whole team… Four. She came out of that truck ready to light the world up before we gave her the code… Roger roger. We’ll see you there.”


  He ended the call. “He’s going to call Bubba and talk to him and get some background. He and Alpha will meet up with us. Everyone else is buttoned up.”


  “What?”


  Zed glanced back at her. “Secret base. Totally black ops. Regular military doesn’t even know it exists.” He frowned.


  “What’s wrong now?”


  Zed looked at Uncle. “Did we mention Topeka to the group?”


  “I…” He looked confused. “I don’t know.”


  “What now?” Leta asked, feeling frustrated.


  “Maybe nothing. Maybe Bubba told her.”


  “Told her what?”


  “When you went to go check out that other girl, Tank mentioned we needed to get to Topeka. How’d she know that’s where we’re going unless someone told her?”


  Uncle shook his head. He looked exhausted. “I don’t know, but I hope there’s time for a nap in our immediate future. I’m about ready to collapse. I didn’t need that little adrenaline jolt back there.”


  When they returned to the shopping center, Zed’s phone rang. “Roger roger,” he said after listening to the caller for the better part of a minute. He hung up. “They’re watching for a couple of minutes. We’re to hang tight.” He got out and walked over to Lima’s SUV to tell him, then over to the van to inform the driver.


  Leta noticed his amused smirk when he returned to their SUV.


  “What’s so funny?”


  “Those kids in the van are shitting-their-pants scared out of their wits. So are those other three girls.”


  “Three?”


  “Except Tank. She’s just sitting there, staring out the back window in the cargo area. By herself. The other three girls, they crowded into the middle and back seats. Tank crawled into the very back and sat with the gear instead of in a seat.” He looked at Uncle. “Now what do you think about that?”


  “I think there’s something about her.”


  “Papa said he talked to Bubba. She’s a military brat. Both parents still active. Officers. But she’s a student.”


  “Oh, well, there’s your answer,” Uncle said. “Obviously they taught her stuff.”


  “Yeah, I guess.”


  “You don’t sound convinced,” Leta said.


  “I’m not. My own damn fault for being caught by surprise, though.”


  “Once they’re settled,” Uncle said, “I’d love to hear her story of how a student took down four trained guys.”


  “Yeah,” he said. Then he looked back at Leta. “No offense, babe, but I don’t want you hanging around Tank alone until we know more about her. Around any of the students. Keep some space between you and them.”


  “Why?”


  Uncle piled on, too. “He’s right. Let’s get them in, make sure they don’t have any other weapons on them, and hear the full deets of what happened.”


  “You don’t trust them?”


  “I don’t trust anyone right now until they prove themselves,” Zed said. “Except from our group. It’s sort of what’s kept us alive since we had to go OTG.”


  After about ten minutes, another vehicle slowly approached. Leta recognized Papa and Alpha before they even got out and walked over.


  “Stay here,” Uncle told her as he reached for the door handle.


  “What about you guys?”


  “I guarantee you he’s got Annie up on a roof somewhere around here.”


  The men got out and joined Papa, Alpha, Lima, and the others. She remained in the SUV as they got all the students out and talked to them.


  She noticed that all of the students seemed to give Tank a wide berth even as they appeared to defer to her. The young woman reminded her a lot of Panda, and not just because of her almond-shaped eyes and straight, black hair, which was pulled into a ponytail on the back of her head. Slim, maybe five four, if that, she seemed to wear an air of confidence despite her body language. She had her arms crossed over her again, practically hugging herself as she leaned against the front of Lima’s SUV and listened to the others talk. Her gaze remained focused on the ground, although her head almost imperceptibly cocked toward whoever was speaking at the time.


  Leta watched her two men watching the woman, their hands resting on the butts of the nines on their hips. In fact, Chief stood within feet of Tank, her focus never wavering from the young woman.


  It all made Leta more than a little nervous. She didn’t want any of their group getting hurt, but she also didn’t want any of the students getting hurt, either.


  


  * * * *


  


  Uncle watched Tank even as he listened to what Papa was saying. One of the girls who’d been in the truck with Tank, Sylvan, seemed to edge closer to Papa and Alpha. As if seeking comfort.


  And Alpha seemed more than happy to let her.


  Well, now.


  Their CO and first officer were the last “single” pair of guys in their unit. Maybe they’d just picked up their third without even realizing it.


  Although the student didn’t strike him as someone the men would be interested in. She might be computer-smart, but she’d come off a little air-headed in his book from what little he’d spoken to her so far.


  Then again, none of them were at their best right now. Hell, Leta had been dead on her feet when they met her, and look what happened.


  Sylvan smiled up at Alpha and started talking to him, low tones he couldn’t hear from where he stood.


  That’s why it surprised him when Tank stepped over, got between them with a harsh scowl for Alpha, and herded the girl back toward the other students with a final dark look shot at Alpha.


  Hmm.


  When they were getting ready to load up again, Uncle walked over to Alpha, who was watching the four women head for Lima’s SUV.


  “Man, what’d you say to piss Tank off?”


  He shrugged. “Fuck if I know. She’s the one with the gun?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Maybe she’s just in momma bear mode. Can’t say’s I blame her.”


  “That girl, Sylvan, seemed to have eyes for you.”


  Another shrug. “Let’s move out. We can shoot the shit later.”


  Uncle couldn’t help but smile to himself as they returned to the SUV.


  Maybe there’d be one last happily ever after for their group.


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  


  Jerald did his part, making sure a car and a security team were dispatched from the compound to the airfield to collect his idiot boss early Monday afternoon upon the man’s return from Vermont. Of course Hannibal had held the scheduled service that morning, filming it as planned, in addition to two on Sunday.


  Only this time, Jerald didn’t trip over himself, losing sleep to prepare modified messages for the man.


  He let the old man tough it out on his own. Seeing the obvious—to him—difference in Hannibal’s performance Sunday morning made Jerald smile as he lounged on his couch in his pjs and watched on TV with everyone else. Hannibal looked off his game, sounded unsure, unsteady, even. In this case that would work to their advantage, image-wise, but it also told Jerald something.


  Hannibal needed him. Needed him to craft the messages for him. Needed his guidance and input.


  And he’d be damned sure to point that out to the man when they had their come-to-Jesus meeting upon Hannibal’s return.


  Not to mention tithes were down even more than usual from Sunday and Monday’s services.


  Something else Jerald would be sure to rub in the old man’s face. At this juncture, they couldn’t afford any missteps that cost them money.


  If Hannibal wanted to continue his Quixotic quest, he’d have to listen to Jerald.


  Jerald would, of course, neglect to mention his own plans. The hardest part about all of this was keeping up the pretense that he was in it to win it, for the long haul.


  Shouldn’t be too difficult for only a few more weeks, if that. Any earlier opportunity he saw, he’d pounce. Maybe if Hannibal was out of the way Mary would feel safe coming in from the cold, and then he could take her out, too.


  He was at work in his office when Hannibal walked in. On a phone call with the compound out in Washington state, Jerald had simply nodded toward Hannibal without bothering to interrupt his call.


  Fuck him. If Hannibal was going to go off on his own, he could damn well wait a few minutes.


  Hannibal impatiently dropped into one of the chairs in front of Jerald’s desk while Jerald wrapped up his conversation with the man. Jerald hung up and then sat back, waiting.


  The preacher flinched first. He glanced down at his lap before his gaze wandered around Jerald’s sparsely decorated office and then settled somewhere on the desk.


  “Well?” Hannibal asked.


  Jerald let him sweat it out for several more seconds before he quietly spoke. “I don’t know what you want from me.” He was done dancing to the preacher’s tune.


  “Say something.”


  Jerald crossed his arms over his chest. “You done trying to outsmart General Arliss?”


  “What about all of our pl—”


  “No.” Jerald held up a finger to silence the old man. “Your plans, not ours. If they were our plans, you never would have done something as fucking stupid as you did.”


  “But—”


  “I’m not finished, Hannibal.” Jerald stood and rounded the desk, then perched on the edge. “I imagine whoever you talked to is likely dead by now. No doubt the gunmen killed at the CDC are not who the media claims they are. If any two of those men have a direct tie back to your contact, the connection has been made by now.” He glared at Hannibal. “Did you honestly think Arliss wouldn’t have half of a militia stationed at the CDC to protect those scientists and their work?”


  “I figured with the money I was paying that they were experienced enough to know their jobs better than I did.” He pinched the crease in the center of his trousers and snapped it into place.


  “You are a fucking idiot. Seriously, you are.”


  Hannibal glared up at him. “Well, your plans certainly haven’t borne fruit.”


  “Not all of them, no. Some of them have. The ones I didn’t have to fight you on certainly have. Some of them, no, because of outside forces like, oh, your fucking wife up and disappearing.”


  Another baleful glare from Hannibal.


  “And what account did you get the money from?”


  “That’s personal.”


  “Yeah? Well, hand the info over on that one, and any others you’ve been keeping back.”


  “Why should I?”


  “Did you stop to think to look through them when Mary disappeared? Maybe she took more money than we realized. That could have been a valuable clue that might have led to finding her.”


  Hannibal’s jaw snapped shut on whatever he’d been about to say.


  “Exactly,” Jerald said. He stood and returned to his chair. “You’re an idiot. You honestly think I don’t know you have bank accounts and contacts out there? Think again. How do you think I’ve managed to operate so smoothly for you for all these years?” He turned to his computer.


  “How dare—”


  Jerald smacked his desk, making the man flinch. “Don’t even, Hannibal.” He jabbed a finger at him. “We go on, business as usual around here. Doing our public duty, whatever the hell that means. Surviving. You try to make me disappear, though, it’ll be the worst mistake of your life. It’ll bring down a shit-ton of stuff on you you’ll never get out from under.”


  Hannibal sat back.


  “Oh, yes, old man,” Jerald said. “You’re not the only one with an insurance policy out there. So we’ll go on about our business, we’ll tolerate each other, and then, when it’s mutually beneficial, I’ll think about walking away. Only then, in my time. Understand?”


  Hannibal’s gaze narrowed.


  “Or I can drop that bomb now and we all end up dead thanks to General Arliss’ pet Drunk Monkeys. Don’t think I won’t take you with me and burn every last inch of this place to the ground in the process. Metaphorically.”


  The preacher stood as Jerald leaned back and propped his feet on his desk. “The last few months have taught me more than the past several years with you, Hannibal. I always knew you were a sadist and a sick fuck, but to have the proof of it…let’s just say that I’m willing to keep your secrets for you. I’m willing to help you cover stuff up. But if at any time you even so much as lean the wrong way and I think you’re going to sacrifice me? Buddy, you will really know what hell is then. Guaranteed.”


  Jerald held his breath as Hannibal turned on his heel and left, leaving the office door standing open behind him.


  Breathing out a sigh of relief, Jerald got up and walked over, closing it.


  Asshole.


  He hadn’t been sure the threat would work, but from the way the man’s shoulders had drooped when Jerald threatened him, he knew it had.


  Coming on the heels of one last humiliating defeat, in an operation Jerald had nothing to do with, Hannibal could no longer deny that he needed Jerald.


  Maybe not needed, but Hannibal certainly couldn’t do without him.


  Jerald wouldn’t let him.


  I should have stood up to him a long time ago.


  But that had been before Kite, before all the things he couldn’t take back. Every step just a little farther than the last one, but when he looked back he saw the marathon distance he’d traveled, the morals left bleeding and dying in the dust behind him, discarded.


  Things he’d done before TMFU, they were Karma, as far as he was concerned. People had done things to him all his life, and he’d finally gotten even. Nothing people didn’t deserve.


  Setting up a shell company to buy up mortgages and foreclose at the first violation of the terms.


  Done it.


  Ditto car notes and repo operations.


  A few more scores settled from high school and college.


  Looking up old classmates and finding out where they worked, where their businesses were located, and buying the buildings to evict those businesses. Or, better, buying the business and closing it down.


  Yep.


  Check.


  No more. He would hold Hannibal at this line in the sand, for logical reasons. Hannibal knew he’d fucked up. No telling how much money, gone.


  Wasted.


  Money better in their own pockets or in the church’s coffers.


  And one more target on their backs, putting them squarely in General Arliss’ sights.


  Fucking dumbass.


  He headed back to his desk to get some work done. No more killing himself for the church or for that man.


  Now, it was time to get the rest of his life in order.


  A life without Hannibal Silo.


  


  * * * *


  


  Leta sat back and watched the scenery go by. The town quickly gave way to seemingly endless miles of rolling farmland. Then they turned north down a country lane, pausing as a gate rolled open in front of them. In the distance to their right, to the north and east, sat a farmhouse and barn, but the fields lay fallow, snow covering much of them.


  A car pulled in behind them. “Who’s that?”


  “Annie,” they both said.


  She realized there was a lone woman behind the wheel. “Oh. The sniper?”


  “Yep,” they said.


  “I don’t see a base,” she said.


  “You’re not supposed to,” Uncle said. “Just wait.”


  They drove past the house and barn and over another hill. Around them, except for another barn, lay nothing but empty fields, including some cows grazing in one of them.


  They headed for the barn. Leta thought Papa would stop when he pulled up to the large door, but he drove through it without slowing. And as the vehicles followed him into the dark interior, she realized they didn’t have to stop.


  They were now driving down a steep ramp and into a well-lit underground garage area. Once all the vehicles were inside, a hatch slowly lowered into place behind them, sealing them in.


  Several armed men, all dressed in black fatigues, showed them where to park.


  “I’m guessing we’re here?” Leta asked.


  “We’re here,” Uncle said.


  They got out and gathered around Papa. “They’ll get a couple of carts up here to unload.” He focused on Tank, who’d taken a position in front of the other students. “We have a few hours before we leave again. Anything that’s not important gets left behind. We’ll be providing you shelter and food, so take only clothes, your computers, the essentials. Weight’s at a premium. You can leave everything else here and it’ll get brought later.”


  “I want to clarify one thing,” Tank said. “We’re safe now, right? Immunity?”


  “Safe, yes. You aren’t going to be allowed to get online from here, though. You’ll find even your sat-link signals jammed. No offense, it’s for security purposes. Once we’re at our final destination, you’ll be debriefed and instructed on how to securely access the Internet so you don’t give away your location. As far as ‘immunity,’ that’s above my pay grade. My instructions are to get you safely to our final destination so you can get back to work.”


  Apparently that was good enough for Tank. She nodded. “Thanks.”


  “No problem. And before you ask, the personnel stationed here is not standard military. Their direct orders are to keep you safe.”


  “I take it Leavenworth still doesn’t know this place exists?”


  Papa frowned, but shook his head. “No. It’s totally black ops.” He addressed the rest of the students. “You’ll have time to shower and eat before we go. Our unit’s QM will get you some cold-weather gear to take with us. Anything else we’ll have to have brought in after arrival.”


  Sylvan seemed to have taken a definite shine to Alpha. She tried to walk around Tank to speak to him, but Tank grabbed her by the upper arm and pulled her back.


  “We stay together,” Tank told her, glaring at her.


  The girl blanched but finally nodded.


  Alpha apparently had enough of that nonsense. “She’s safe here. She won’t be allowed to go off-limits, but—”


  “We stay together. That’s how we’ve stayed alive.” Tank defiantly stared up at Alpha until he finally blinked first.


  He shrugged. “Suit yourself, lady.” He turned away to speak to Lima.


  Leta leaned in to whisper in Uncle’s ear. “Wow. She doesn’t like Alpha, does she?”


  “Apparently not.”


  The base’s crew got their gear moved. Leta left her car keys on the dash of her SUV, feeling more than a little reluctant to say good-bye to it again.


  They’d assured her it’d be safe until she came back for it.


  Given the events of the morning, and of Saturday, she hoped she’d be coming back for it.


  She helped her guys get their stuff moved, and then she lost track of the student group. Their unit had been given a small wing two floors down, complete with bunk beds and showers, while the students had been taken elsewhere.


  Leta took a moment to seek Chief out. “What’s up with that girl, Tank?”


  “Who knows? Sylvan, Torphin, and Malyern were asking us questions on the drive here. When it came up about us all pairing up with the guys, Sylvan seemed to get really interested in that and then Tank shut her down. I guess one of the two guys who was killed, Gatsby, he was sort of their leader and Sylvan really had a crush on him. It would appear Tank is their de facto leader now, and I think she’s just really scared and doesn’t want Sylvan latching onto any of our guys. Not that I blame her. Tank, I mean.”


  “She didn’t act very scared when she was pointing a gun at my head.”


  Chief laughed. “I did get her to talk about that. Military brat. Her dad did survival training drills with her all the time while she was growing up. She apologized, said she was just scared for herself and her friends, and her training sort of took over.”


  “Oh.”


  “Yeah, right? I asked her if she was a cop, and that’s how we got on the subject.”


  “Is that how she killed the guys?”


  Chief shook her head. “The other women seemed too shaken to remember the details. The team chased them down and the other car died. Tank went back for their friends and shot at the attackers, then ran over two of them.”


  “Ran over them?”


  “Yeah. It looks like none of the other kids have any kind of defensive training. If it wasn’t for Tank, they might all be dead. They’re lucky she was with them.”


  “Yeah.” Just like she’d been lucky Clara stayed behind with her at the CDC.


  There wasn’t much time to think about all of that, though. They grabbed showers, ate, and repacked, ready to go as they all laid down for a quick nap. It was after ten o’clock local time that night when they were doing the final loading of what was a huge cargo plane.


  “How’d it get down here?” she asked Uncle. Zed, Victor, and Echo, it appeared, were part of the plane’s “official” crew with Panda, even though Echo and Zed had been up in Georgia when they’d had to make their emergency move from Florida.


  “Same as we did,” Uncle explained. “Sort of. Elevator system. The hatches slide back for the runway and slide in again. Easier to take off and land at night when we can stay hidden better. We’re all fueled up and ready to go now.”


  An RV sat parked inside the plane and had been secured with a number of tie-down straps. “That’s the mobile lab?”


  “Yep. That thing, right there, should end up in the Smithsonian when this is all said and done. Because of that thing, we were able to get the samples across the country from LA.”


  Leta caught sight of the students emerging from a different doorway, laden with their gear. Tank, of course, was in the lead, following one of the base personnel over to the plane.


  She also didn’t miss how Tank seemed to play sheepdog, keeping the students together and separate from the Drunk Monkeys.


  Especially Sylvan, who seemed bound and determined to speak to Alpha any chance she got.


  Leta tugged on Uncle’s shirt to get his attention. He leaned in.


  “Maybe I should distract Tank so Sylvan can talk to Alpha.”


  Uncle smiled. “I wouldn’t. Tank seems determined to keep them apart.”


  Once the gear was secure and they were all strapped in and ready, the rear cargo hatch and side doors were closed and Zed disappeared into the cockpit with the others.


  She zipped up her coat and pulled on her gloves before securing her seatbelt. Seated next to Uncle, she laced fingers with him.


  He leaned in and kissed her. “We’re okay.”


  “You sure?”


  He smiled. “This is like a first-class flight for us, babe. No one shooting at us, no bands of Kiters to avoid. Hell, Panda’s probably doing this one half-asleep.”


  Zed had related the story told to him by Panda, of her frantic take-off from LA as the base was overrun.


  The thought of that made Leta’s stomach roll. “We’re going to be okay, right?”


  He cupped her cheek with his palm. “We’re going to be fine, babe. Just fine. Settle back and try to nap, if you can.”


  She wasn’t sure that would happen. Especially once she heard the engines rev up and felt them start moving. With no windows to see out of, it felt like forever they trundled along until they paused. Then the whine of the engines surged to a roar and they started moving forward again, faster, the vibration rattling the plane and its occupants until, suddenly, the vibrations stopped and she felt the tug of gravity against them as the plane lifted off.


  Uncle squeezed her hand. “See? Easy.”


  Inside the cargo bay it was dim except for a few red safety lights here and there. They sat to the left of the RV, which had been secured in the center of the cabin. Now she understood why they’d all been instructed to dress warmly. She even pulled the hood of her new parka up over the stocking cap on her head, snugging the scarf around her neck a little closer to her throat. Her breath frosted in front of her, a glowing red cloud in the safety lights.


  “Heading north, I take it?” she asked Uncle.


  His eyes opened. “Huh?”


  “Were you seriously asleep?”


  He smiled. “Yeah. Sorry. Kind of gotten used to napping on flights over the years. What’d you ask?”


  “Are we heading north?”


  “You might say that.”


  And that was all he’d say before he dozed off.


  Again.


  Dammit.


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  


  It was still dark when they landed. Leta gave thanks yet again for the warm clothes they’d equipped her with. Especially when upon opening the cargo ramp door the cold reached in, grabbed her nipples, and twisted them, hard, in the not-fun kind of way.


  Fuck.


  She knew as a native Floridian that people tended to pick on her kind for their inability to handle cold, but this wasn’t cold.


  This was fucking insane.


  Hell, this left insane in the rear view mirror.


  Uncle leisurely stood and stretched while she shivered. “Cold enough for you?” he teased.


  “Fuck you.”


  He snorted, obviously amused, much to her annoyance. “Don’t worry, babe. Inside will be warmer.”


  “It better be,” she muttered.


  They were in a large, covered hangar. The doors had been rolled shut behind them, but the cavernous space obviously mirrored the frigid temperatures outside.


  Leta and some of the others stood out of the way as the men jumped into what appeared to be a carefully choreographed operation. With the assistance of some of the base personnel, they got off-loaded and taken inside the base proper via a large ramp leading underground.


  The entire time, Tank kept her group together and spoke for them whenever anyone approached.


  None of the other students seemed willing to challenge her for the job, either.


  Tank especially seemed to want to keep Sylvan and Alpha apart. Any time the man got close to the group, Tank glared at him until he left.


  “What time is it?” Leta asked when she and her men were finally alone again in a tiny room with two bunk beds.


  “Nearly 0600 local time,” Uncle said. “We’ve got twelve off, down time.” He made sure their door was locked. “That means we finally have alone time.”


  “Thank god,” Zed said as he yawned. “Mattresses on the floor?”


  “You read my mind,” Uncle said.


  Five minutes later, the men had pulled the mattresses down onto the floor, filling the space between the two bunk beds with a makeshift pallet that would hold all three of them. Snuggled together, she thought maybe they might enjoy the time.


  Then she yawned, and realized both men were already snoring on either side of her.


  Okay. I can wait.


  She gladly joined them.


  


  * * * *


  


  One more disorientating wake-up that felt a little less unsettled once she identified the comforting warmth of Uncle and Zed on either side of her. Despite knowing their names, calling them Paul and Mickey felt…weird.


  They were Uncle and Zed and always would be Uncle and Zed, in her mind.


  Although, fortunately, she noticed they usually called her Leta, saving the Snarky for when other people were around.


  She shifted position a little, making Zed, who was behind her, hook an arm around her waist and pull her closer. Along the seam of her ass she felt his cock harden, his hips flex.


  “Mmm. Morning,” he mumbled.


  Her clit tingled at the sound of his voice. Despite their short time together, they’d managed to blow her—literally and figuratively—out of the water like no other men.


  She reached behind her, wrapped her fingers around his cock, and pumped it a couple of times. That drew a deep, hungry moan from him. Wiggling her hips a little, she managed to get him lined up with her pussy and he easily slid into her already wet channel.


  “Yesss,” she whispered.


  His hand slid up her body, cupping her right breast, playing with her nipples. “Reach down and play with yourself, baby,” he whispered.


  “Did you start without me?” Uncle muttered.


  “Maaaybe,” Zed teased.


  Uncle kissed her, sucking on her tongue before he kissed his way down her body. At her breasts he took his time, taking back the one from Zed and sucking on her nipple, going back and forth between them, before heading south again and letting Zed’s hand once again regain its cherished territory.


  He pushed her back a little, so he could burrow between her legs.


  And when his mouth settled over her clit, Zed’s other hand covered her mouth, two fingers pressing between her lips.


  Of course she sucked them. One of her men putting something in her mouth so she could suck it was quickly becoming an automatic reflex for her. She loved the reactions they gave her, and they readily reciprocated. As she sucked on his fingers, he breathed a heavy moan into her ear.


  “That’s it, baby. Just like it’s my cock.” He kept fucking her, slowly, not the best angle but with Uncle between her legs and zeroed in on her clit, it didn’t take long for them to get the first one out of her.


  “Oh, you’re in trouble now, baby,” Zed told her. “Papa said we’ll get some time off over the next couple of days. Plan on spending it right here, with our cocks buried inside you.”


  Between her legs, Uncle mumbled agreement, the feel of it vibrating through her clit and triggering another orgasm in her.


  “Going to fuck you so long and good that you forget what it was like not to have one of our cocks in you,” Zed continued. His voice hit every perfect note inside her, the timbre, the passion, the neural connection right to her clit.


  “He said we’ll likely be here for several weeks, too,” Zed said. He nibbled on her earlobe. “Maybe longer. We’re going to take that time to learn every square inch of your body properly. Going to see if we can set a new personal best record every time on how many times we can make you come.”


  She whined around his fingers, already awfully close to coming again.


  Something they apparently excelled at, making her orgasm.


  If this was the next stage of her life, as scary as it had the potential to be, she was ready for it. Completely ready and willing.


  Because of these two men.


  Managing to hold on to a few brain cells, she pulled his fingers out of her mouth. “I love you guys,” she said. “I mean it.”


  Zed kissed her. “Love you, too, babe.”


  Uncle nipped the inside of her left thigh before he lifted his head from her pussy. “Love you, too, babe. Now, can we get back to making your head explode?”


  “Uh huh.”


  And they did. Uncle sucked on her clit, making her explode. Zed was kissing her, swallowing her helpless screams as Uncle kept her orgasm rolling through her, a tsunami of pleasure.


  They owned her, her body, and she was happy to totally surrender to them in any way they wanted. For the first time ever, she felt like she belonged.


  Only after they had worn her out, leaving her gasping and nearly hoarse, did Zed finally pick up the pace. He grabbed her by the hips and rolled her onto her stomach, his hands sliding up her arms, lacing fingers with her and pinning her to the mattress as he started fucking her, hard, fast, deep.


  She squeezed his hands, arching her back and trying to move with him, to fuck him back, but he didn’t need her help. He sped up, harder, deeper, until he let loose the familiar groan she was quickly coming to love as much as she loved them.


  He paused for only a moment before rolling onto his side again, taking her with him but his softening cock pulling out. Uncle immediately filled her with his cock, sandwiching her between them, his green gaze boring into hers as he thrust deep inside her.


  Nibbling on her lower lip, he sucked, teasing, fucking her mouth with his tongue even as he fucked her pussy with his cock.


  Zed reached around her and played with her clit, drawing a whimper from her.


  “Come one more time for us, baby,” Uncle whispered. “Show us what we do to you.”


  Oh, yes. She’d come one more time for them. She couldn’t help herself.


  Rocking in time with Uncle’s thrusts, staring up into his eyes, between his cock and Zed’s hand, she was coming one more time for them.


  “That’s our girl,” Uncle said, starting to fuck her hard and fast as he felt her coming around his cock, pounding into her, sending that delicious liquid heat through her one last time until she felt like she couldn’t survive the pleasure of it.


  He finished with her, resting his forehead against hers, all of them quiet except for the sound of their breathing in the small room.


  “Canada, eh?” she softly said. “You did get the memo that I’m a native Floridian, right?”


  Zed snickered first. “We promise we’ll get you someplace warmer as soon as we can.”


  “We promise,” Uncle echoed.


  “I’ll hold you to it,” she said, snuggling in between them. “But I guess meanwhile you’ll need to teach me how to survive up here.”


  “They have an indoor shooting range here,” Zed said. “We’ll get you up to speed.”


  “There was talk about having me help with the vaccine stuff,” she said. “Although I’m not sure what good I’ll be.”


  “We don’t need to talk about that right now,” Uncle said, pulling the blanket over them. “We can deal with that tomorrow. Preferably after breakfast and coffee and a long, hot shower.”


  “And blow jobs,” Zed said.


  “Mmm.” She giggled. “Definitely after blow jobs,” she agreed.


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  


  It was late Tuesday afternoon by the time their entire group was all unloaded and settled into their new quarters.


  “So where, exactly, are we?” Leta asked. Most of the base was underground. There was just a small section of the base above ground, besides the hangar, a common room, with small port-like windows allowing a person to stare out at the landscape around them.


  Not that there was much around them, except snow, snow, hills, some rocks, and more snow. Leta stared out the small window at what looked to her to be frozen tundra surrounding them. Everything that had happened over the past few days had totally thrown her for a loop and completely disoriented her.


  Mentally, physically, and emotionally.


  Wasn’t even a week since Uncle and Zed had walked into her life.


  About the only thing she knew for sure was that she was madly in love with the two men and didn’t want to lose them. Considering the crazy turns her life had suddenly taken, loving the men actually seemed like a fairly sane option.


  “We’re at a secret RCAF base east of Pilot Mound in Canada.” Uncle told her. “A couple of hours south of Winnipeg. Not the worst place we’ve been.”


  “How long are we here for?”


  “That’s up to the PTB, babe,” Zed said. “Depends on how long it takes them to get the vaccine produced in enough quantities that it can’t be ignored or shoved under the carpet. Arliss got us clearance from the RCAF and Canada’s equivalent of their military intelligence to stay as long as we need, whatever it takes. They have a well-equipped medical research facility here, and they’re going to be testing a batch of RCAF volunteers in the morning with the version they have now that they want to take into full production.”


  “Isn’t that scary?”


  “It’s scarier to die of Kite,” Uncle said. “It’s their blood that will be tested first.” He grinned. “You’re the doctor. You should know this shit.”


  “I’m a doctor barely out of med school, not an immunology specialist.”


  His smile faded. “Trust me, the videos and pics on the Internet cannot do justice to the in-person terror of a Kite-raging mob. It’ll make what we went through at the CDC look like a Kindergarten picnic. The guys at this base have seen action, have faced Kiters in the field. They’re more than happy to volunteer for testing a vaccine if it means saving lives.”


  Leta shivered. “Guess Canuck is happy to be home, huh?”


  “Well, happier when she was told she and all the scientists have full immunity and asylum here based on the circumstances of what happened. Bubba’s going to get Q’s family and Mama’s son moved up here. And Pandora and Panda’s families.”


  “At least we’re safer up here, right?”


  “Right,” the men agreed.


  “No new cases in Canada in weeks,” Zed said. “The cold is working in our favor. Another bonus to being stuck up here in the asscrack of winter.”


  The blanketing of snow fascinated her. “I’ve never seen snow before all of this. I know I should go back to the lab and see if I can help by doing doctor stuff, but I can’t stop staring at it.”


  The thirteen surviving Freedom World Fighters had trooped off to their quarters earlier. They had, so far, mostly kept to themselves and talked in low tones around the others, looking at them suspiciously. Now they were all huddled around two tables in the far corner of the common room, speaking so softly you wouldn’t know they were there if you weren’t looking right at them.


  “Do you think they’ll manage it?” she asked.


  Zed frowned. “Manage what?”


  She nodded toward the hacker group. “To expose what happened in Barstow and LA?”


  “Of course they will,” Uncle said. “They already have, to a certain extent. Besides, Arliss wants that to happen. He’s helping them.”


  She turned, shocked. “He is?”


  “Duh,” both men said. Uncle continued, dropping his voice. “Arliss wants the public to know all of this. He wants the President out so he can move the VP into power and clean house for good. Goldfinch was probably one of the last moles with any power to make something happen for Silo.”


  “Then what?”


  They shrugged. “Then,” Uncle said, “Arliss gets the country back on track. His hands were tied until we got Kite kicked. That was the big elephant to eat. Well, that’s done. The rest from here on out is easy. I imagine Silo will be at the top of his list, now, too.”


  She thought about the death and destruction she witnessed in Atlanta. “They’re sure he’s behind this? One-hundred-percent sure?”


  “Absolutely,” Zed said. “We have the proof. What we didn’t have before now that would have allowed us to move on him sooner was Mary Silo confirming or denying the existence of a fail-safe. Well, a fail-safe is irrelevant at this point. We have the vaccine. Silo is a walking dead man. He just doesn’t know it yet.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Bubba sat back and sipped at his drink. Not more than a couple of fingers of forty-year-old scotch, but he felt he’d earned it.


  The Drunk Monkeys were safe.


  The scientists from The List—the ones who were in from the cold—were safe.


  The vaccine had been identified and would be in production, soon, in a secure facility.


  Ax and Mary Silo—Kali Enyo, he corrected himself—were in St. Louis and apparently planning on taking Silo out. Which was absolutely fine by him, and he’d do his best not to piss on their parade by sending anyone else in to do it for them.


  When his sat-phone rang, he smiled as he answered it.


  “You are one magnificent bastard. I ever tell you that?”


  “That’s what she said, Joe,” he shot back at the familiar compliment, both of them breaking into laughter.


  “What are you drinking?” Arliss asked.


  “I finally cracked open that bottle I won off you after Du Kai that time.”


  Another chuckle from Arliss. “Rat bastard. You set me up that night, and you know it.”


  “Then why’d you pay up?”


  Identical, contented sighs escaped them. “I heard about the two we lost. Sorry.”


  “Well, I think Tank is taking that pretty hard.”


  “What’s that Shakespeare quote about crowns and heavy heads?”


  “Command sucks.”


  “That’s one way of putting it.” Arliss paused. “Sorry. I’m enjoying a beer. Nothing as fancy-shmancy as what you’re drinking.”


  “Don’t worry. I plan on saving enough for a toast for the two of us.”


  “What about not jinxing us?”


  “Oh, so now you’re a believer in it, huh?” Bubba swirled the amber liquid around in his red plastic cup. “What do you need from me for this last part?”


  “So far, I’m good. Make sure you and everyone else are secure. After New Year’s, when Congress is back in session, that’s when the last stage kicks off.”


  “Are we still gonna need the boys, or are they free to let their tray tables remain in a down and unlocked position?”


  “I’m hoping the last of the scientists will want to come in once the announcement goes out. Might need their help with that. I’m going to point all the other SOTIF teams at Topeka for right now and hold them there in case we need any of them to deliver samples to other labs.”


  “You’re serious about spreading that, right?”


  “Absolutely. If everyone has the vaccine samples and can start culturing it, that only speeds the process along. No way in hell am I letting any of the Big Pharm assholes gain a monopoly on it.”


  “What about China and them?”


  “Yeah, that’s still a problem. SOTIF9 took a tiptoe through there. Ghost towns. Beijing’s nearly deserted. Some gangs hanging around. No military to speak of anymore. We’re going to need to mop that shit up, and fast. They’re not the only one, either.”


  “Don’t hold out on me, Joe.”


  “Some of the leaders from China asked for a deal. They’ll hand over what they know for US help in getting this handled and salvaging what’s left of their country.”


  “What’s in it for us?”


  “How about the fifty-first state?”


  Bubba processed that. “You’re shitting me?”


  “I shit you not.”


  Bubba let out a low whistle. “No shit?”


  “No shit. US oversight and everything.”


  “Wow.”


  “Tell me about it. But that was brought to me directly by the VP, courtesy of the UN ambassador. So we need to make the other part happen first. I’m going to make sure they start getting vaccine shipments. Red Cross and WHO will coordinate those.”


  “And everything’s coming up roses.”


  “There’s going to be a cabinet position opening fairly soon, Mike. More than one. You interested?”


  “Not sure. Let me think about it. I might be more of a ‘special attaché’ kind of guy.”


  “Give it serious thought. You could be in charge of China.”


  They said their good-byes and Mike ended the call. After one more swirl and sniff of his booze, he finished it off and tossed the cup.


  The world sure was changing.


  Fast.


  Thank god I didn’t kill myself that night.


  


  * * * *


  


  With Gatsby and Connell dead, and as they became more and more sure they weren’t going to die, everyone looked to Noel Tanaka to take over the leadership role. Well, she’d gotten them out of the US and kept them alive.


  Most of them alive.


  That was something, although she’d forever feel guilty about Gatsby and Connell for reasons none of the others would ever—could ever know.


  At least, they couldn’t know until the danger had passed.


  Meaning not until the world was in a better place than it currently stood.


  It also meant that, even though she had to step into the leadership role, it wasn’t one she wanted. It risked exposing her in ways she couldn’t afford yet. No one seemed willing to challenge her for it, either. Whether that was out of fear because they’d seen what she was capable of, or because none of them wanted the job, she supposed it really didn’t matter.


  She was now their leader, and lead she would.


  They’d been given a larger dorm room. Slightly tight quarters, but it was warm, clean, and they had unlimited access to full bathrooms and the mess hall.


  In other words, compared to the last couple of months spent on the run and in hiding, it was like they’d landed smack into a five-star luxury hotel.


  A few hours after their initial debriefing and being given ID badges, they were all in the common room where their secure Internet connection had been set up. Tank knew she couldn’t put this off any longer and saw her opening.


  She closed her laptop, shoved it into her bag, and stood. “Don’t talk to any of them while I’m gone.” She nodded toward the various Drunk Monkey personnel on the other side of the common room. “I’ll be back in a while.”


  “Where are you going?” Sylvan nervously asked. Whereas the girl had been pissy at first about Tank interfering with her cozying up to Alpha, once Tank explained to the group exactly who these men were, what they had done, and what they were capable of doing, that seemed to quell much of Sylvan’s ardor.


  Especially when Tank talked about killing people, the fight for survival at the Atlanta CDC.


  Sylvan’s idea of a death battle was fighting over the last tube of her favorite lipstick during a two-for-one sale at the cosmetics counter, not killing people.


  Tank shouldered her bag. “I’m going to go talk to the head monkey of this outfit,” she said. “Find out what the long-term arrangements are and if they’ve confirmed our immunity yet.”


  “Why can’t we talk to them?” Torphin asked.


  “Because we don’t know if we have full immunity yet. The less we reveal, the less contact with them, the safer it is for us.”


  “Oh.”


  That settled, Noel headed for the door. One thing her compatriots knew about her was that her parents were military. Active military. Officers. She’d been raised a military brat all over the world, even though they didn’t know the whole truth about her. They only knew what they’d found out Googling her, the “public records” laid out for anyone to find.


  In reality, her mom was currently alive in Germany. Noel knew that much for sure.


  Well, she hoped. She was a lt. colonel assigned to an air wing there and stationed in a securely buttoned-up base that wasn’t getting unsealed without direct word from DC.


  Her dad…


  They still didn’t know where he was, or his current status. He’d been stationed in Manila.


  And Manila no longer belonged to the US. At least, not to the non-Kite-infected US. Last sat pics she pulled up days ago showed desolation and burning ruins.


  But there were things her group didn’t know about her.


  A lot of things.


  The first thing being her real name.


  She was pleasantly shocked when the airman standing guard at the door leading to the administration offices area not only allowed her to pass, but actually gave her directions when she told him where she wanted to go and who she needed to talk to.


  “Sorry I’m so rude,” she blurted out, feeling a desperate need to apologize to the more than polite soldier and still needing to play the role she’d been tasked with. “I’m just really…upset and on edge.”


  “No problem, ma’am.” He smiled. “Glad to help.”


  She headed past him and down a hallway.


  Damn, even in an apocalypse the Canadians are still a metric fuck-ton more polite than the rest of us.


  She found the office door and instead of bursting in, she took a deep breath, squared herself away, and politely knocked.


  “Come.”


  Papa, Alpha, and three men in RCAF uniforms—brass, from the looks of it—were going over a display table of data.


  The head Canadian who appeared to be in charge hit a button and the display darkened. “Yes? Can we help you?”


  She pointed at Papa. “I know it’s bad timing, but…can we please speak in private? It’s…urgent. Just you. Won’t take but a minute.”


  He frowned and shared a glance with Alpha—double yum, in her book—but he nodded. “Excuse me for a moment, General.”


  The General, also the man who’d killed the display, nodded. “You can use the conference room directly across the hall.”


  “Thanks.”


  Papa led the way, waiting until the door was closed behind them to speak. “What is it?”


  She set her messenger bag on the table. “First of all, thank you. A serious, no-bullshit thank-you that I’m giving you as the representative of the group, from all of them.”


  “You’re welcome, but no offense, that could have waited.”


  “That’s not all. What I say next needs to stay between us.”


  “I can’t promise you that.”


  “I don’t mean a secret from your brass. I mean my people can’t find out. Not right now, at least. Not until…after.”


  “After what?”


  “After this is over.”


  He perched on the edge of the table, his brow furrowed. “Okay?”


  She hoped she wouldn’t regret this. “First of all, I’m not twenty-two years old. I’m thirty-four.”


  One eyebrow deliciously arched. “Again, no offense, but while that might mean a lot to you I don’t exactly understand the need for secrecy about that fact, or why you had to interrupt my meeting over it.”


  She reached into her back pocket and pulled out her wallet. Withdrawing the ID she kept tucked in a secret flap, she handed it to him. “Tanaka isn’t my real name. My name’s Major Fiji Noel Tanakasawa, US Military Intelligence, retired. Medical retirement, if you peruse my official jacket. Got gutshot during a mission in Shanghai and I had the option of going back or going home. I opted for home, but it doesn’t mean I’m really retired.”


  Now both eyebrows went up.


  Damn, he was a fine hunk of man.


  He studied her military ID card for a long, silent moment. “While that certainly changes things and puts them into a very…interesting context, why, exactly, are you telling me this now?”


  She took a deep breath. “Because I need to know if you can tell me the way to Hive 15.”


  Almost immediately, and with great relief on her part, he responded, “It’s a whiskey-sour honeypot.”


  “And I’m a worker bee needing in from the cold. Foxtrot Tango Whiskey Deuce Niner Trey Alpha.”


  He stared at her for another long moment, appraising her before returning her ID card. This time when he spoke, his tone was officer to officer, not officer to clueless civvie. “Welcome back, Major Tanakasawa.”


  She slid the card into her wallet and returned it to her pocket. “There’s one more thing,” she said, hoping her nerve didn’t flee and that she wasn’t being a completely dumbass idiot. It was something that had pecked at her brain ever since hearing Chief talk about the Drunk Monkeys’ unusual OTG personnel arrangement.


  And after she’d gotten a look at the unit’s decidedly hunky CO and first officer.


  “What’s that?”


  Before he could react, she grabbed him by his jacket lapels, pulled him in, and kissed him, hard, overjoyed when he relaxed into it and wrapped his arms around her.


  “If I don’t get laid soon,” she whispered, “someone’s gonna get hurt in a really bad way. And no way in hell am I letting any of those damn teenyboppers I’ve got to corral have a crack at you and Alpha before I get a chance to make my case that I should be the one warming your rack.”


  He took over the kiss this time, crushing his lips onto hers for a long, soul-sucking moment before he lifted his mouth from hers and stared down into her eyes.


  “I think I can arrange for the three of us to have a private sit-down later tonight, after I’m done talking with the brass. But I’m a little confused. I thought you hated Alpha, from the way you’ve been acting around him.”


  “I don’t hate Alpha. I hated that I saw him making googly eyes at Sylvan, and her at him. She just turned twenty. Two months ago. She’s a farking kid who can’t even legally drink yet. If you two have no interest in me at all, fair enough, but I at least want a shot. I think I’ve earned the right of first refusal.”


  One arm dropped to her ass and pulled her tightly against him. She felt the outline of a very hard and well-proportioned cock rubbing against her through his trousers and hers.


  “I’d say there’s definitely interest. I just didn’t realize you were interested.”


  “Try me and see. I’ve been in deep cover with this bunch of kids for over two years now. A girl can only take so much before she’s ready for some fun with adults.”


  He grinned. “Do you enjoy practical jokes, Major?”


  “Tank,” she said. “Or Noel. And sometimes. Why?”


  His grin widened, dampening her panties. “Because I’m going to need you to play along with me later.”
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