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Foreword




Previously sold separately, these three books comprise The Hybrid Chronicles series - Jericho, The Originals, and The Next Gen. 

All three were published in 2020 with Jericho in April, The Originals in October, and The Next Gen in November.

Enjoy!








  
  
Jericho




Dedication: 

To Joe Marrs – Thanks for all the years of writing together that prepared me for writing alone.

Epigraph: 

“There is nothin’ glorious about dyin’ in a war. A bunch of starving, freezing boys - killing each other so the rich people can stay rich? Madness…” - Bill Compton, True Blood s1e2 


Description:

He had made the ultimate sacrifice...only he wasn’t really dead. 
He signed their forms. He accepted their diagnosis. He welcomed the treatment.
He changed his name and disappeared.

Now he is treated as less than human. A pet, held in the Facility until he and his team are let loose on a government-sanctioned target.
Except this next target isn’t some terrorist or criminal - it’s a teenage girl on US soil, along with the woman who stole his heart. 
Jericho and his team may be a different kind of soldier, but they still hold to their moral codes and honor. Going against a direct order is not something they would normally consider...

But nothing about this team is normal.








  
  
Jericho: Chapter One




Adrenaline raced through me and left a bitter, metallic taste in my mouth. My grip shifted on the rifle, and I nodded to Hernando. A pace and a half ahead of me, Hernando lifted a gloved hand to signal he was going to go around the corner first. Dust and sweat filled my senses as I clenched the rifle tight, then my breath stopped as I heard a faint gasp from Hernando that seemed to echo over and over again. That one sound, heard just before my whole world went white, then red, and then black. The explosion was silent for me, just a flash of colors as my eyes widened and everything else stopped. 

I choked awake on the scream caught in my throat. For a few seconds, I stared at the warm gleam of light on the nightstand where the little lamp burned, my brain slow to register the shift in location. The faint hiss of the intake vent drew my gaze upwards before it shifted to the glow of green numbers on the clock that told me it was still a few hours until dawn. A stretch on the narrow bed eased dream-tensed muscles before I pulled the thick wool blanket up and turned to face the wall. The painted cinder blocks did little to distract my mind from memories brought on by the dream. The beige painted surface soon gave way to the sand and mud wall I last saw nearly five years ago, and the replay of the explosion that ended life as I knew it. 

The first things I remembered after the explosion were voices as they talked over me. 

“They said that Hernando’s body evaporated from the force of the blast and the only thing that kept this one alive was the corner of the building between him and the IED.” A male voice spoke in the semi-hushed whisper often used in hospitals. I couldn’t place the voice at the time, but later I would know him as Dr. Evans.

“Evaporated? Jeezus. Amazing this guy has as much left of him as he does. Think this batch will work?” The female voice didn’t bother with a whisper. Stephanie Milford, public relations and spin artist for the Facility. The first time I saw her leaning over my bed, all that blond hair and those big blue eyes, I was sure I had died. It didn’t take long to realize the angelic appearance hid a darkness within her that challenged Goebbels. They’d kept me paralyzed and, for the most part, comatose. There were moments of clarity during that time. Harsh, bright shards of painful confusion that didn’t come together until much later.

A shiver, and I tugged the blanket higher. A low growl tickled the back of my throat as I looked at my hands. Ten fingers, a faint dusting of dark hair – they looked like perfectly good hands – but they weren’t my original ones. The scar that had wrapped around the thumb of my left hand, the one where I’d cut it on the old tire swing chain, was gone. An odd twist in my right index finger where I’d broken it playing ball in high school, that one was gone too. They were hands, attached to my body by ligaments and muscles, bone and sinew, but they were not the hands I had been born with. These hands had been grown to replace the hands and forearms that had been blown away in the attack. Same with both legs, my right hip and parts of my face that included both eyes, nose and right ear. 

Another shiver and a soft huff of breath as I made yet another mental adjustment. It was still sometimes a lot to get used to, this new body. It also seemed like the price I’d paid for it was getting higher every day.

Dr. Evans had explained it as they had utilized various strains of animal stem cells, made a cocktail with those cells and human stem cells in order to regrow body parts. Organs, limbs, nerves, skin, eyes – stem cells were ‘unprogrammed’ cells that could become anything. Dr. Thorpe and his research team at the Facility had taken the Rosetta Stone of the medical world and mixed it with cells from wolves, bats, bears, hawks, and others. My new legs made it so I could run faster and move silently. My eyesight was beyond anything a pure human could achieve, along with my hearing and strength. All of these modifications had made me super human. It had also made me a “pet” of the Facility. To them, we weren’t super human - we were less than human.

“Get up, Dante,” the snide tone of Meyers, one of the lab techs, filtered through the clear wall that fronted the cell. “Sensors show you’re awake so you might as well get moving.”

I muttered under my breath, “Fuck off, peon,” as I slowly sat up and proceeded to annoy the fuck out of the jackass in a lab coat. “And a charming good morning to you too, Assistant Meyers. Breakfast in bed? Aww, you shouldn’t have! But...where’s my daisy? And daily paper?” A bright, toothy smile as I stretched, then rested my arms on my knees.

A protein bar and a bottle of something the lab created called a ‘breakfast blend’ sat on a tray that Meyers slammed through the slot in the wall – hard enough to bounce the bottle off the tray into a spin on the floor. 

I didn’t bother to hide the self-satisfied gleam in my eyes. Meyers was irritated and I took my little victories where I could get them. 

“Twenty minutes for food and shower, then morning briefing. Don’t be late,” Meyers snapped as he turned away and entered his notes on his tablet. He stopped a few steps down the hall and glanced into the next cell, then muttered and continued on his way. 

My jaw clenched as I tracked Meyers’ stops and starts down the row of cells. I heard him mumble his disappointment that he couldn’t see Kit sleeping. My knuckles cracked as I made a fist. One of these days I was going to beat Meyers’ face in for his perversions where my team was concerned. See, Kit was new – and the only female. Kit’s cell was next to mine and she never slept on the bed but under it with the sheet draped over the side like a curtain. It blocked the view of anyone outside and gave her the privacy she craved. 

I heard her stir after he left, as I ate the bar and downed the bottle’s contents. Tasted like sticks, twigs, and sour milk, but my body needed the fuel, so I ate it. The faint click of the electric lock being released told me I was free to head to the communal shower. We were watched all the time. In our cells, in the showers, on the toilet, it didn’t matter. The Facility no longer considered us human, so it was deemed acceptable to treat us like lab specimens or rare animals in a zoological experiment. As a result, we’d all developed our own ways of coping.

My thing was a thin braid in my hair that went behind one ear and reached past my shoulder. They’d cut it off twice, but the second time I’d snapped the barber’s arm like a twig. They didn’t bother to cut it again – at least Dr. Evans knew when to pick his battles. I’d had to sit in The Box for three days as punishment, but I’d been through worse. When the hot spray of the shower hit me, my muscles twitched in memory. The Box  meant one supplement a day for nutrition, a slow leak from a garden hose for water, and no clothes while stuck in a concrete box with a hole in the floor that  acted as drain and toilet.

Soap slid over skin that still showed a few bruises from the last party the team had attended, but I ignored the ache as I thought about my team. My family. Six individuals that resided in F-block of the Gunston Facility, buried in a forested state park on land that had once belonged to George Mason back in the days of the Revolutionary War. I knew other buildings held other teams of broken men and women made into something out of science fiction stories. Some, I’d seen. Others, I’d heard since I listened when techs and assistants talked – and forgot that enhanced hearing didn’t stop when the lights went out.

Project Phoenix had saved my life, but it had also left me dead. David Carver had died “of injuries suffered when insurgents attacked his unit using an improvised explosive device and small arms fire” or so the report read that my family had been sent. When the doctor in Kandahar listed my injuries, then offered me a chance to get back in the fight and make the insurgents pay for the death of Hernando and the others, payback for destroying my life, I’d grabbed for it with both missing hands and swore I’d never look back.

That had been five years ago. Yet with all that I had gained, I had not bargained on being put in a cage, treated like a lab rat, and only being let out on a very short, GPS-monitored leash. For five years, I have been Jericho Dante. For four of them, I’ve served as Commander Dante of team Foxtrot. Five men under my command. The team’s makeup had changed a few times – usually when someone was killed in action. Most  recently, our sniper/recon guy, Aden, had been killed in the mountains of Afghanistan. Kit had been added to the team three days ago, although I’d worked with her before. The guys were going to have a problem with a girl on the team, but having seen her in action, I had zero complaints when she was moved into our compound. The rest of the team would do as they were ordered – and they’d come around when they saw her in action.

The intentionally loud shuffle of feet brought me back to the present, and I spoke without turning around. “Morning, Kane.”

The man grunted and then sighed as the hot spray of his own shower hit his skin. Hands flat against the tile wall, Kane bowed his head and let the water run down his back. The two of us bore an uncanny resemblance to each other, but that had been explained to us as simply a byproduct of the fact that we were both subjects of the same batch of mixed stem cells and DNA. After working a couple of missions, we had even developed a sort of silent speech that the rest of the team jokingly called ‘twin-speak’. No, the lab techs hadn’t caught on to that little bonus, and we both liked it that way just fine.

After five years, I knew Kane wasn’t exactly a morning person, so I just finished up and pulled on my clothes. A jumpsuit in dull army green with “Dante” embroidered on the upper chest. No insignia or logo. Nothing to distinguish it from the uniform of a mechanic or janitor. Underneath that we had plain cotton undergarments, drab green socks and slip on sneakers for shoes. Once dressed, I headed into the commons room and straight for the vending machine. A thumb jabbed the button for coffee and I waited as the paper cup filled, the residuals of the dream still on the edges of my mind.

“S’that for me?” Kane asked as he entered, the cuffs of his uniform tugged up to mid-forearm.

“It could be. I thought you were quitting caffeine?”

“Fuck, no. I thought about it, but decided I wanted to pick my own drug for a change.” Kane reached for the cup as I pulled it free and sniffed it. “You didn’t put any of that flavored crap in it this time, did you?”

“Hazelnut Raspberry Surprise,” I said, then shook my head. “See all of the selections? You can have coffee, tea, or...” I pointed to each selection as I read them off.

A low rumble came from the far doorway as Cutter entered, “...or me.” White teeth flashed in the ebony face and he rubbed a hand over his bald head. “But you’re just too pretty for me, Kane.” A wink, and he took a cold cola from the fridge before he dropped into a chair that sounded a faint plastic complaint at the abuse.

My snort of laughter brought Kane’s head around with a snap to glare at me. “Don’t. Start. I never gave any reason for that guy in Belize to think I liked him. It’s not my fault he went and got a ring and everything. Damned leather pants – that’s what it was. I will never be caught in leather pants in that country again.” Kane took a hearty swallow of the coffee and made a face before he sat in a chair across from Cutter. “And you, my friend, had better watch it. I may well take you up on that offer some time, just to see your reaction.”

Cutter choked on his mouthful of cola and laughed low, the sound more threatening than merry. “And you’ll find yourself singing soprano,” he rumbled.

I snickered at the banter and fixed a second cup of coffee before I took my seat at the end of the table. Back against the wall, I could watch both doors and the people in the room. “Now boys,” I said, “don’t make me stop this car and turn around... ” My voice trailed off as Kit ducked into the room. Head bowed, hair still wet from her shower, she went to the coffee machine in silence and jumped when I spoke. “Good morning, Kit.”

Wide green eyes stared up at me for a moment before they dropped back to the cup as it filled. “Mornin’,” she mumbled and kept her head bowed, the short cut just enough to hide her face.

The WTF looks from Kane and Cutter had me lifting my hand to silence them. “Kit, this is Kane, our demo guy, and Cutter, my second. Gentlemen, this is Kit Carson, our new sniper/recon.”

Cutter’s expression went neutral while Kane’s brows furrowed. 

“Our new sniper and recon?” Kane asked.

“Yes,” I answered in a tone that brooked no further comment. Kit’s shoulders curled in a little more and she cradled the foam cup of coffee in both hands, staying near the vending machines for the moment. “She’s one of the best I’ve worked with. Did the Libya job with me last March.”

“But...what about Gideon?” Kane asked, looking Kit over critically.

“Gideon will be fine. We’ll make sure of it.” I replied quietly.

“Kit will be fine.” Cutter murmured. “We’ll make sure of it.”

Kit’s gaze flashed to meet mine, worry and questions in her eyes. I sighed before I answered her. “Gideon has...issues.” That brought a snort of wry amusement from Kane.

“That’s like saying Seattle has rain.” Kane shook his head and drained his coffee, turning to toss the cup into the trash with an overhand dunk shot. “Score!” he hissed, then looked back at Kit.  “You having your monthly?” 

Kit blinked in surprise. “Um...just finished two days ago.”

“Then you’ve got about five days more to worry. Gideon...got an extra dose of Whatever...and has trouble ...”

“...trouble controlling himself around females when they are most fertile.” I replied, as I finished Kane’s sentence.

“Oh.” Kit said, voice soft. A faint shudder ran through her and she looked over at me. “So, this is one of Their little tests?”

I nodded. “So it would seem. But we can work with it.”

“Not like we’ve got a choice.” Kit replied wryly, then squared her shoulders a little and moved to sit to my left, between myself and Kane, with Cutter across the table. “I’m good at my job. Better’n most. Don’t worry about me not pulling my own weight.”

“You’re here. We’re not worried about that.” Cutter said, as he examined her delicate features. When she turned to look at him, he quirked a brow as the luminescent yellow-green eyes settled on his face. “Hawk?” he asked.

Kit nodded and added. “Owl too.” She, in turn, took in Cutter’s chocolate brown eyes that didn’t seem unusual at all. “You?”

“Owl here. I didn’t need a lot replaced.” Cutter drained the cola and then with as much effort as someone would crumple a piece of paper, he turned the aluminum can into a small ball of colored metal.

“Show off,” Kane teased and looked at Kit. “I wear contacts.” Deep blue eyes met hers then shifted to mine. “He hates the contacts.”

When I looked at her, my eyes glowed a vivid turquoise blue, with cat slit pupils.

“We’re batch brothers,” Kane continued. “We share every...”

Kane’s sentence was cut off by a low, huffed growl from the doorway. Gideon Bond curled one hand around the frame, eyes locked on Kit, nostrils flared. His short, compact frame quivered as his eyes brightened more amber than blue with each breath.

“Bond,” I snapped out a sharp order. “Stand down.”

Gideon’s gaze never left Kit, the hiss of words slid between clenched teeth. “What. Is. She. Doing. Here?” His chest rose and fell with each set of words, fingers gone white where they gripped the frame. “Get her. Out. Of here!”

Kit didn’t move. Whether it was fear or some instinct come to life, she barely breathed as she watched Gideon.

“Gideon, she can’t leave. You need to get it under control. Now,” I said, voice still sharp but pitched lower than normal as I added, “They are watching.”

Gideon jerked and his eyes closed, then he turned and pressed his forehead to the door frame as he struggled for control. “Be...right back,” he choked out and bolted from the room, back down the hall.

Only then did Kit let out an audible breath as she started to tremble herself. I laid one hand, palm up, on the table near her. Kit stared at it for a long moment, then put one of her small ones into mine and stuttered out a soft “Thanks.” Head bowed, hair over her face once more, she curled in and seemed to shrink into an almost childlike pose of one who sought comfort against my side without a shift from her chair.

It was this odd tableau that greeted Rico when he sauntered in, tousled blond hair in his eyes and hands shoved deep into his uniform’s pockets. “Aww, who brought the dolly to Show and Tell?”

A flash of warning in my eyes was all Rico needed to change his tone. “Hey, sorry. Y’all okay in here?”

“We’re fine. Just a little excitement for the morning. Go check on Gideon,” I said.

“Gideon’s here,” came from behind Rico as Gideon entered once more. The strong smell of mentholated cold rub wafted into the room with him and made everyone grin, even Kit.

Gideon looked over to where Kit watched him and gave her a sheepish shrug. “Hey, if it works for dead bodies, it should help with this, right?” It also didn’t escape anyone’s notice that he stayed as far from Kit as possible and took few deep breaths.

“Good boys and girl,” the voice came from the speaker overhead. “Please be seated. Briefing starts in five.”

Silence met the voice of Dr. Jeffers as the group took their places around the table, gaze trained on the blank wall between the doors. 

A metal panel slid back and the presentation started.








  
  
Jericho: Chapter Two




Coffee in hand, I leaned back and watched the couple in the corner of the cafe. The two held hands and stared into each other’s eyes over lattes gone cold. Myself, Cutter, Kit, and Kane were on a small job where we were to watch a suspected terrorist financier on his visit to DC. So far it had been a weekend of our target enjoying romantic interludes with three different women. 

“And you thought you were a ladies’ man, Kane,” I said. 

“I am a ladies’ man. This guy is just a man whore,” Kane replied as he sipped his coffee. We sat at a table, a laptop open in front of me and a paper in front of Kane. Outside the cafe, Cutter was in the Explorer, wired up so he could listen and chat while he acted as backup. Kit was at the shop next door at a table out front, a halfeaten sandwich and glass of sweet tea near to hand, a tablet held as if she were reading.

“Don’t you miss being able to just do this?” Kit asked. “You know, sit in a cafe, have a lazy breakfast and watch people?” 

Silence met her question for a few long moments before I replied, “Yeah, I do miss it.”

“Freedom isn’t part of the deal,” Kane said. A bitter laugh and he added, “We fight for freedom, but don’t get any. Not exactly what we thought we were signing up for, is it?”

Cutter spoke up. “I’ve been thinking about that quote from Benjamin Franklin a lot lately. Well, pretty much since we last got back from the sandbox. Yeah, I realize he wasn’t talking about national security, but about taxes and money to defend against Indian attacks, but the words fit. He said ‘Those who give up essential Liberty, to purchase a little temporary Safety, deserve neither Liberty nor Safety,’ and I kinda think we don’t deserve feeling all safe and smug because we let our fear and pain guide us into a choice that puts us right where we are.”

It still caught me by surprise when Cutter would speak so clearly and with such intelligence. Just looking at the guy made you expect grunts and monosyllables. “That,” I said, still keeping a watch on the couple in the corner, “is not the whole story. You’re right, to a point, but what we were told and what we were sold – and what we got – are not the same. Maybe it’s time…” a crackling sound had all of us reacting in pain, as I hissed. “What the hell?” 

Cutter replied, “Looks like the recorder just accidentally fried itself. Shame the home office won’t be getting today’s audio files.” 

I glanced out the window and gave a thumbs up to the Explorer before I turned back to the laptop. “Well, then. Now that that is taken care of, as I was saying. Maybe it’s time we made some different choices. If I can figure out a way to get us out of this situation without a violation of honor, are you in?”

There was no hesitation. Each one spoke up, almost in concert, with an “I’m in.”

“Roger that. Soon as there’s an opening, we’ll put together a plan.” I closed the laptop and slid it into a messenger bag I hung from a shoulder. We rose, gathered our trash and headed towards the trash can. The  target and his current amour had risen from their table. I watched as the man helped the woman with her shawl with a bit more attention than the public venue warranted. I stared at the two, then adjusted my sunglasses before I stepped out onto the sidewalk. “Yer up, Kittycat.”

Kit got to her feet and tucked the tablet in her bag before she walked past me towards the couple. “Aceil! Is that you? Darling!” Kit gushed as she moved towards the man with a bright smile, air kisses offered to each cheek. A green silk sheath dress and gold Louboutins gave Kit the appearance of an exotic model.

Confusion marred the man’s face and anger flushed the creamy complexion of his companion.

“I’m sorry, I don’t remember?” he flustered.

Kit gave a light, bubbly laugh. “Oh, dahling!” she gushed. “It was just a few weeks ago in Monaco. Don’t you remember? The Princess’ event?” Kit leaned in and pretended to whisper, but spoke easily loud enough for the woman on his arm to hear. “Oh, the hours we spent in your suite? Magnificent, darling. Simply magnificent.” 

Aceil al-Harithi’s chest puffed out and he wore a smug expression as he patted the hand of the woman who clutched his arm. “Ah, yes, well, I would be memorable. Of course. How grand to see you again, dear woman.”

The woman on his arm huffed indignantly, then pulled away as she chided him in rapid Arabic before her hands flew up in the air in disgust and she turned and stormed away. 

A dismissive wave of his hand and al-Harithi turned back to Kit. “Well, beauty, shall we catch up over dinner? I have a suite at the Four Seasons.” He offered Kit his arm and inclined his head as he waited for her to take it. 

“I would be honored, Aceil. And please, call me Jessica. After the time we’ve shared, we should both be on a first name basis, oui?” Kit’s hand slid over the silk of his coat sleeve before she moved along beside him.

“Score,” Cutter said. 

I just grinned as Kane and I climbed into the Explorer and watched Kit get into the town car parked three spaces ahead. “All she has to do is plant the nano-tracker in his drink, download his phone and get out  without him suspecting. Cutter, you get to go in as the disgruntled boyfriend and pull her out if she can’t get away. He might recognize one of us.” I said.

The traffic light changed as the two vehicles pulled out, our Explorer two cars back. We followed the couple of blocks to the Four Seasons and pulled over as the town car stopped in front of the hotel. Aceil got out and offered his hand to Kit who curled against him as if she needed the support to make it inside. 

“She’s really playing it up,” Kane noted. 

“That’s part of the plan,” I said. “Al-Harithi is a Yemeni with ties to AQ, and he isn’t above skimming a little to make life very comfortable for himself. He’s also supposed to be one of the top financiers for terrorist activity out of Yemen and Syria, with some possible assets in Egypt as well.”

“That’s more than we’re usually told,” Cutter said, gaze still on the couple as they headed up into the hotel. Once they were inside, he pulled out of the parking spot and drove down into the hotel’s garage, making his way up to the top level before we parked. 

“Yeah, well, I did a little digging while I was on that laptop. With ISIS working in Syria, his connections have been more in demand, and his empire is growing,” I said. I took a moment and stretched before I got out of the vehicle, doing a quick check of my earbud and weapon. “Leave the keys with Kane and head on in, in case Kit needs you.”

A nod from Cutter as he pulled a silk scarf around his neck to dress up the black leather trench coat he wore to hide his gun.

“That doesn’t make you look any less like a thug,” Kane said to Cutter. “Just like one with expensive tastes.” 

“Bite me,” Cutter replied, then tossed the keys to Kane before he headed inside.

I just shook my head at the two and leaned against the Explorer as I listened to the chatter in my earbud. 

“She’s good,” Kane said, voice low while he kept watch around us. 

Listening to Kit flirt and charm al-Harithi amused me.

“Of course, dahling. I’ll be one moment. Just need to freshen up.” Kit’s voice came through the earbud and then the sound of a door closed and water running. “I’ve got the phone. Copied in three…two…” The sound of a heavy knock on the door vibrated through the transmission. “One moment, dahling!”

The sound of a door as it slammed open and a choked cry. Both Kane and I stiffened and started to move when we heard a laugh. “Aceil! You need to be more patient.” The low rumble of Aceil’s voice could be heard, amusement in the tone, then the door shut again before Kit sighed. “Phone done. Tracker swallowed. Get me the fuck out of here, will ya?” Then the door opened and they heard her laugh brightly. “Now, you have champagne, yes? Where’s mine?” 

The next thing they heard was the door to the hotel suite being opened and Cutter speaking to Kit. “Wife, you are in for it. Again.”

“Wife?” Aceil’s voice rose as he pushed to his feet, champagne forgotten as he looked between the two. “You are his wife, yet you come here to me?” Anger and disgust could be heard in his voice. 

Kit turned to Aceil and drained the expensive champagne in two swallows, then handed the glass to Cutter. “Husband, you did agree that I could have my own friends. Now look what you did.” A dramatic sigh and Kit picked up her purse then blew a kiss to al-Harithi before she sauntered to the door. “Next time, Aceil, I’ll make sure he has his own playmate so we won’t be interrupted, oui?” 

Cutter didn’t say a thing, just set the glass down on a decorative table as he followed Kit out of the room. Just before he stepped out, he glared at Aceil as he sputtered, then Cutter pulled the door shut.

Once the door closed behind them, Kit and Cutter hurried to the elevator and down to the garage. The Explorer slowed enough for the two to get in and pulled away before they’d fully taken their seats. Kit laughed so hard she could barely speak as she pulled off the Louboutins and slid her feet into sneakers. “Oh, my gods, Cutter. The look on his face was priceless.” 

“What happened when he came into the bathroom?” I asked as I handed Cutter the tablet. 

Kane slid into traffic and slowed to blend in as Kit spoke. “He was being impatient and wanted to share a champagne kiss. That’s how I got the tracker into him,” Kit said. “Almost caught me with his bloody phone though.” She pulled the thumb drive out of her purse and handed it to Cutter before she settled back and buckled in. 

While Cutter uploaded the data to the tablet, and thus to the Facility, Kit looked over at me. “What’s this I hear about a new full-team mission for tomorrow?” 

“Yeah, briefing at eighteen-hundred after we get back and turn in the gear,” I said. “Stateside, full op with a backup from Potter’s team from Block M. The little bit I’ve heard, it’ll be like the Berlin embassy job from two years ago.” 

“No survivors, huh?” Kane sucked in a breath between his teeth. “Hate those. We’ve not done one of those stateside before.” He took his eyes off the road long enough to give me a look, then his gaze was back on the traffic. 

~Doesn’t sound kosher. Time to make our move?~ The thought passed clearly from Kane to me with the other two passengers in the car none the wiser. 

~May well be. Let’s see what the details are before we decide. When we do this, we need to make sure we have a good public story to back it up. Not killing a US. citizen on home turf plays well with the media.~ I sent back, my gaze on the traffic and my attention on our silent conversation. 

~Time to cut the apron strings, brother. We’ve paid our debt, in spades, if you ask me.~

I nodded slightly to the message Kane sent and sighed. ~And then some. But don’t fool yourself that this will be easy.~

The two of us shared a solemn look before continuing the trip back to the Facility in silence.












  
  
Jericho: Chapter Three




Gideon brought the chopper down in the field and we all jumped out before the skids hit the ground. He was back up in the air in seconds to take our ride home out of range of the mission. We got into the trees and checked our gear before we headed down the trail towards our target. The goal was a mansion set in the middle of about thirty acres of forest. 

We’d been given just enough information to plan the assault. The main point being that these were human traffickers bringing women from Eastern Europe and selling them along the US Atlantic coast. There were supposed to be anywhere from four to twelve men in the house, waiting on a delivery of women due to arrive in a few days. 

The only thing we had to be wary of was the security system and the weapons the house’s occupants might have set up. I had brought a jammer that would disable the security grid for a few seconds – long enough for us to get inside. The team could handle armed combatants, particularly when it was a ‘no survivors’ mission. It was evening and the house was lit up like there was a party going on. We got to the top of the wall that wrapped around the property. I gave the signal, hit the jammer, and we flooded across that lawn like an oil slick on water. 

“Got one in the shadows on the upper balcony,” Cutter whispered into our ears.

Rico paused and a faint pop sound was heard. “He’s down,” Rico said.

We hit the front and side entrances of the house simultaneously, set the explosives and blew the doors in before those inside could register that they had company. Silenced rounds hit a guard by the back door and one by the side. 

“There are kitchen staff here, preparing food. I’m not down with killing innocents,” Cutter said. 

Kit spoke up, “I’m good with taking their phones and shoving them out the door.” 

“Do it,” I said. I wasn’t down with killing innocents either. What the folks back home didn’t know, wouldn’t kill them. Or us. Rico, Kane, and I had already downed eight in the three front rooms we cleared. There had been lights on upstairs, so I started up the staircase, ready to shoot anything that moved. Kane came with me and turned the knob as I pushed into the room. First few rooms were empty, then we hit one with a sleeping man – and killed him before he stirred. The next room was in the back and when we stepped inside, I lowered my weapon. Two steel cages were inside the room with three women in each cage. A door was open between this room and the next, and Kane went through the door, then lowered his weapon. 

I tapped my mic. “Guys? We have victims up on the second floor. Two cages in my room with three each.” 

“Three cages in here, with three in one, two in the other two,” Kane said. 

“So, thirteen women we weren’t expecting,” Cutter replied. “Great.” 

“Can you come up here and open these?” I asked Cutter.

“On my way,” Cutter replied. 

Kit came up with him, took one look at the girls and started going room by room, opening doors and drawers. She came back a few minutes later with sweats and yoga clothes that looked like they might fit the women, and a box of worn pairs of slip-on sneakers. “This stuff might fit.” 

“Good job,” I said and looked at the cage Cutter was working on. The doors had electronic locks and Cutter could usually brute strength those things. This time he’d tried something new. A thin metal card was jammed into the lock, with a ribbon cable and keypad attached. He pressed a button and the lock hissed and popped, then clicked open. 

I went over to the cage and pulled the door wide. “Do you speak English?” I asked the three women inside. 

One nodded and got to her feet. “I do. I am Yelena.” 

“Hello, Yelena. My associate here has some clothes and shoes for you and the others. Why don’t you help everyone get dressed and we’ll get you out of here. Sound good?”

Yelena didn’t speak, just dropped to her knees, grabbed my free hand and kissed my glove. I tugged her to her feet. “No, you don’t need to do that. Just help get everyone dressed and we’ll get you out of here.”

She turned and spoke to the other women in what I think was Ukrainian, and they all slowly moved towards the clothing and found what would cover their half-dressed bodies. Kit took them in groups to the bathroom and they got ready a lot faster than I expected. Rico and Kane led the way down the stairs, and Cutter made sure the rest of the upstairs was empty. 

Cutter came down a few minutes later with two large duffel bags over his shoulders and a smaller backpack in his hands. He brought the backpack to Yelena and handed it to her. “I think that’s got some of your passports in there, and a few things that will help you when you get out of here.”

Yelena hugged it to her and nodded, clearly terrified by his size and the intimidating appearance he presented. 

Kit handed Yelena one of the kitchen staff’s cell phones. “This one is unlocked. We’ll get you outside the gate, then you dial 911 and tell the police you’ve escaped on your own in all of the chaos and have no idea what happened. Got it?” 

“Right. You were never here, we don’t know what happened, we’re just glad to be alive,” Yelena replied. 

“That’s right, you understand perfectly,” I said and we headed outside, releasing the gate from inside the house. 

Once everyone was outside the walls, Kane came jogging up and smiled. “All set.”

“Y’know, brother, you enjoy your job way too much sometimes,” I told him.

“Gotta find the little pleasures where you can,” Kane said. 

“Okay, people. Get walking. Down the road towards town. That way,” Cutter said, directing the women further from the house. 

They were about a hundred yards down the road and we were at the end of the road in the other direction when I looked at Kane. “Wait until we’re all in the trees before you hit it. I want to be on that chopper before the police get the first call.” 

Kane nodded and pulled into the brush while we jogged toward the clearing. “Fire in the hole,” Kane spoke into his mic and then the explosion shook the ground. About ten yards further, we found ourselves in the clearing with Gideon landing in front of us. Kane came out of the trees, climbed in and we lifted off.

“Any trouble finding the clearing?” Kane asked Gideon. 

“Ha ha. Very funny,” Gideon replied. 

As we rose above the treetops, the mansion that we had just left lay below us, a burning pile of rubble that didn’t have enough big pieces left to determine what it once had been. 

“You’re getting really good at that,” Cutter said. 

“Thank you,” Kane replied, beaming with pride. 

“So, Cutter, what’s in the bags?” I asked. 

“I’ll show you later,” he replied. 

“Understood,” I said. That meant there was stuff in there he was unsure of and didn’t want anyone to be put in a tough spot about reporting it or not. I leaned over and tapped Gideon’s arm. He switched to the private channel for pilot and copilot, so we could talk without being overheard. “I need you to set Cutter and I down on the road to the storage facility. We’ll join up with you all a little later.”

“Got it, boss,” Gideon said. “Oh, and it seems the signals scrambled again. Home front doesn’t have any recordings of this evening.” 

“Good job, Gideon. Thanks for taking care of that. We found thirteen women and released them down the road with one of the kitchen staff’s phones to call for help. Also sent the kitchen staff out the back to the side road. So, no, we didn’t do a full wipe. We don’t kill innocents. That’s not our job.”

“No, sir, that’s not something honorable men do. I’ll make sure the police get to those women sooner rather than later. It’s gonna get chilly tonight.”

“Do that,” I said and leaned back. I was going to have to face the Facility’s staff about tonight, but it was fine. Gideon knew how to scramble our gear so it looked like equipment failure and not purposeful sabotage. 

Gideon tapped back into our private channel. “Police picked up all thirteen women about a mile from the burning mansion.” 

“Thanks, Gideon,” I said and closed my eyes. Sleep where you can, when you can, as I’d learned in basic. The dream snuck up on me as it always seemed to. Between one breath and the next, I was back in Afghanistan, three months ago. The rifle was tucked under my arm while I scanned the terrain in front of me. 

“Gideon, get out front here and tell me what you see.” I watched the edge of the field in the distance where it met the line of mud-brick wall. 

Gideon ran forward in a crouch and tucked into the rocks next to me. He peered up over the rocks and scanned the area, then muttered, “Four insurgents, one with a canvas bag over his shoulder and a grenade in his hand. Probably more in the bag, the way it’s bulging. Third guy from the left is Jamaal al Fuqra. Rico should be able to take him out from here.”

I patted his shoulder and turned to Rico. “Your shot, Rico. Don’t fuck it up.” I could see some movement in the distance, but to me they were blurs. I could hear the shuffle of their feet and the rattle of the pin ring against the grenade. That’s how I knew someone was ahead of us. We’d been tracking this group for two days in hopes of getting a shot at the leader, al Fuqra. I pulled out my scope and watched. 

“Don’t fuck it up, he says,” Rico muttered. “Like to see you take this shot, asshole.” And yes, he knew damned well that those of us with enhanced hearing heard every word. Rico settled against the rocks, shifted the rifle, and blinked. Between one blink and another, the lenses in his eyes shifted and brought the target into sharp relief. The shot was almost a let down. The man dropped to the ground like the proverbial puppet with the strings cut. 

“Fire in the hole!” I called out and we all dropped and covered our heads, or ears, as the case may be. One of the disadvantages of enhanced hearing is that loud noises could really really hurt. When Jamaal dropped, the guy with the bag of grenades startled and the pin got pulled on the grenade in his hand. The subsequent explosion took out the three remaining jihadis when the bag of grenades blew. There was nothing but a crater where the four men had once stood. “Goddamnitall!” I snapped as I got to my feet. “Now how are we going to prove we got the fucker?” I slung my weapon over my shoulder, gestured to move out, and we headed towards the smoking hole in the ground nearly two miles away.

“DNA?” Kane suggested as he moved up beside me, eyes on the surroundings as we walked towards the crater.

“Oh, sure. You got the swabs and testing gear?” I shook my head. “We’ll just see if we can find a scrap of something that looks like his clothing to bag up and bring back. If they don’t trust our word on it, fuck’em.”
The crater was easily ten yards wide. Scraps of bloody cloth and bone were scattered around the edges. I found a swatch of bloody cloth that looked like the head wrap Jamaal had been wearing before Rico shot him. “Here, bag this. The blood is hopefully his and will give them the proof they need. Time to head ho…” My teeth clacked together with the force of Kane’s grip as he pulled me down.

Everyone dropped as the sound of gunfire rattled the leaves where my head had been seconds before. 

“Over there,” Aden said as he jerked his head towards a cluster of debris along the side of the field. 

“I’ve got him,” Rico said as he lined up his shot and fired. 

Aden got up into a crouch off to the side and hurried towards the debris when another round of automatic fire roared from the brush and cut him down. 

“Man down!” I yelled. Kane pulled out the launcher and sent a missile into the debris pile. We both heard the scream that suddenly cut off and I didn’t dare look at Rico as I raced towards Aden, med kit in hand. Gideon was already calling in our evac as Cutter and I worked on Aden. The kid was the youngest of us, with the best sense of humor. I saw death in his eyes and knew there was nothing that we were doing that would help, but we had to do something. I held his hand on the chopper ride and felt his fingers go slack when he died. That’s when I always woke up.

Being asleep on a chopper meant I woke up confused. Took me a moment to realize that Aden had been gone a while and we were stateside with no wounded. Not this time. No, Aden was not the first soldier I’d lost under my command, but he was the first from the Facility. I was the leader and his loss was my fault. I should have been faster in my commands, stopped him and waited. Something. Either way, I really needed to get out of this gig. It was well past time.








  
  
Jericho: Chapter Four




The dirt trail wound through the grounds and it was a favorite of my team for our endurance training. They called it training, but we all knew how to run with gear and packs on. For us, it was a chance to be outside and talk openly with a lot less chance of being overheard. Kane and Kit were back at F-Block, called in to get some testing done. That wasn’t a new thing. We were lab rats, as far as Facility staff were concerned, and ended up giving blood and various body fluid samples on a regular basis. Sometimes it was just sensors and scanners while we ran on a treadmill or lifted weights. Weird shit, but something we’d all grown used to after the first couple of years. 

Cutter ran beside me with Rico and Gideon about half a mile ahead. We could faintly hear their chatter as they ran and talked about some TV show they both liked. I dropped to a whisper that I knew Cutter would be able to easily hear, but no one else would pick up on. “You and I have a mission overnight. Starts at sixteen-hundred and goes until about eighteen hundred tomorrow. Suit and tie tonight, jeans casual tomorrow.
We’re protection for some political person or something. Supposed to get the packet on the way out the door.”

“Keeping it pretty hush-hush, aren’t they?” Cutter said, his voice a whisper in reply.

“Yeah, and I’m not sure why. I’ve also been left alone by Meyers  and the others. It’s weird.”

Cutter looked over at me and then stopped in the middle of the trail. I turned and jogged back to him, with a confused expression on my face. “You’re being played,” Cutter said, his huge hands on his hips.

“What do you mean, I’m being played?” I always felt small next to Cutter and I was six foot three and muscular. He was six foot eight and one of his thighs was nearly the size of my waist. It puts into perspective how I felt when he put his hand on my head, palmed my whole skull, and shook me a little.

“What the fuck, Cutter?” I slapped his arm and backed out of reach. 

“Just checking to make sure your brains were still in there. How can you not know? They’re fucking with you by not fucking with you.”

“Try again, I’m missing something,” I said. 

“Jericho, your biggest weakness is your team. You’re the ultimate leader. It’s why your team is one of the most-requested and has the highest success rate of any other Facility group. And, before you ask, I know because I hacked their files about eight months ago or more.” 

I had so many questions, but Cutter kept talking so I shut up and listened. 

“You take ‘no man left behind’ to an extreme, my friend. That’s not usually a bad thing, but when it impacts your ability to be objective with the bigger picture, it can be bad. Seems to me that they’re using your weakness against you. Don’t let them. Remember that we’re all just tools in the arsenal you’ve been given to do your job. Sure, I appreciate that you think of us all as family, and that’s why we’re friends – outside of the job. In the job? We’re tools.” 

I heard him. I knew he was right in what he was saying, but it went against everything I’d been taught since I was small. I’d been raised by my mother as my father was active duty military. She was full-blooded Mohegan and he was a mix of English, Irish, and African-American. It’s where I got my looks from. Permanent dark tan, straight black hair and eyes that used to be brown. Mom taught me that family was more than blood – it was anyone we were sworn to protect or who we claimed as family. This team? They were my family, now that I’d had to give up my other one. I don’t know if it was the wolf cells in me or what, but I needed my pack. “You’re right, but I don’t know if I can go against everything I am. I’ll do my best to keep my tendencies from playing into their hands, but I’m gonna need you to help me with that,” I finally said to Cutter.

"You’re my brother, and you’re my boss. I’ll help you as best I can. Now, let’s get a move on before they think we’re out here playing grab ass in the bushes or something.” Cutter’s smile was white against his ebony skin, and I laughed. 

“When you smile like that, I’m reminded of the Cheshire Cat. White teeth in the shadows.” 

Cutter snorted, amused. “I am that, a smile in the shadows. Unless you’re my target.” 

Our laughter followed us down the trail as we raced each other back to the Training block.
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I didn’t see any of the team, other than Cutter, the rest of the day. It was a little unusual, but not enough to worry me. We rested, got our gear together, and signed out one of the SUVs to get on the road. We were to meet our protection targets at a hotel in DC and watch them through an event, then escort them back to the hotel room where their usual team would do the night shift. The next morning, Cutter and I were to escort the targets from the hotel to a breakfast event, then back to their home in Maryland.


“Who are we supposed to be watching, again?” Cutter asked as he drove while I did paperwork. 

“I don’t know. We were just given A and B in the Blue Suite,” I said. 

“I should’ve got into the files to find out before we left,” Cutter said. 

“It doesn’t matter. We’ll make sure whoever they are, they’re alive when we’re done, and then we’ll go back to hell.” 

We pulled up to the hotel, let the valet park the SUV and carried our own bags inside. I checked us in and Cutter found a couple of take-out menus before we got to the room. “I want Chinese tonight. Beef and broccoli, house fried rice and three egg rolls. Oh, and get some of that crab rangoon stuff?” I asked Cutter as I headed into the bathroom.

“Will do. I’m going with Indian.” 

I heard him on the phone as I got the shower started. 

“Be here in twenty minutes or so,” he said, then I heard the TV come on. 

I took my time in the shower. Being able to take a long, hot shower and know that no one was watching, was one of my favorite parts of these gigs. There was also a huge tub and I knew that before he slept tonight, Cutter was going to take a long hot bath and read a book. I ended the shower when I heard the food delivery arrive. Wrapped in a hotel bathrobe, I joined Cutter at the table to eat. This was another thing we always did. Good quality take-out that didn’t resemble anything the Facility would feed us. They paid for it and we took full advantage of it. 

Within an hour, we were both dressed in black suits, white dress shirts, black ties and black shoes with traction soles. Hey, dress shoes were useless when you had to run. I checked our gear, and we made sure our weapons were ready before we headed out the door. 

I hated having to wear the contacts but wearing sunglasses at an evening event would look too obvious. Cutter’s eyes didn’t look too different, but he still wore contacts just in case someone got too close.
We were in the same hotel as our targets, so we made our way to the elevators and up to the private suite. Secret service agents were up our butts before we even got off the elevator. Our credentials calmed them down enough to let us into the suite where we had to clear our way past three more. 

“Who the hell are we supposed to be watching?” Cutter asked me, voice barely audible.

I shrugged and looked around. Then I saw her. The most beautiful woman I had ever laid my eyes on. She had hair the color of wildflower honey and eyes a green I had never seen before. Her skin glowed against the green silk of her gown and the matching silk ribbon that held a green and white cameo against her throat. I couldn’t look away until Cutter stood in front of me and blocked my view. 

“What the hell, Jericho?” he asked, concern etched on his face. 

“Sorry, I just saw something amazing,” I said. 

“Yeah, I saw the lady in the green gown, and the girl beside her in the blue gown. Vice President Wilson’s daughter, Sarah.” 

“Woah, is that his wife?” I asked. 

“No, that’s the girl’s governess or something. Peyton Adams.” 

“Are they our targets?” 

“Yep. We’re to keep them safe and keep our eyes on them all night. Are you going to be able to multitask or do I need to cause you pain now and then to keep you on your game?”

I just glared at Cutter, then looked over at Peyton Adams one more time. “I’ll be okay. I’m also going to have some damned good dreams tonight.”

Cutter groaned and laughed before he turned and walked towards the pair. “Good evening. I’m Cutter and this is Jericho. We’re your bodyguards for the evening.”

Sarah Wilson was a cute kid who was going to be a gorgeous woman someday. Auburn hair and hazel eyes, freckles across her nose, and the gangling awkwardness of a girl who’d grown a few inches recently and hadn’t figured out how to navigate it yet. 

“Hi. I’m Sassy and this is Pey. Did you know that Jasin Bailer was going to be performing at the gala tonight? We’re even going to get to sit next to the stage and he’s going to autograph a few CDs for me. This is going to be epic.”

I smiled at the girl, but my gaze went back to Peyton. She blushed when she saw me glance her way and gave Sarah’s arm a pat. “Easy, Sassy. Remember, elegance, poise and charm.” 

“Right, poise and charm,” Sarah said, then clapped her hands together and bounced on her toes. “Absolutely epic!”

Cutter chuckled and leaned in to whisper to Sarah. “Remember, the Bailer has girls squealing over him all the time. You want to stand out? Be elegant and calm. He won’t ever forget you.”

I snorted a soft laugh and looked up at Peyton again. Yeah, tonight was going to be beyond difficult if all I could do was stare at the gorgeous creature in front of me. “He’s good with kids. You’ll both
be fine and have a chance to enjoy the evening.” 

“As enjoyable as it could be with having to listen to Jasin Bailer’s music. I’m not a fan, but that’s not a discussion I care to repeat with Sarah,” Peyton said. 

I was so screwed. Even her voice was alluring. “Honestly? I couldn’t name one thing of his. I don’t follow pop music much,” I said.

“Don’t tell Sarah that,” Peyton murmured as she moved in front of me to follow Cutter and Sarah. The scent of her flooded me and I knew that no matter how much time or distance passed between us, I’d always be able to find her by scent alone. It was intoxicating and invigorating all at once. I let out a slow breath, squared my shoulders and moved to follow them. Yep. It was going to be a long-assed night. 

I was inordinately grateful that Cutter was so intimidating. Just having him stand behind the chairs the ladies sat in was a huge deterrent. Anyone that ignored his bulk and tried to approach Peyton and Sarah then had to go through me. It surprised me how many people thought Sarah could actually get her father to listen to her about any of their ideas, plans, or prospects. She was, what? Seventeen? By the time the night was over, I would have exchanged the constant politicking for a week in the sandbox in a heartbeat. These vultures were more vicious than any jihadis I’d ever come into contact with.

We escorted Sarah and Peyton back upstairs and I stood in an alcove of the hallway with them while Cutter went in to make sure the Secret Service agents were there and the room was still clear. We wished them both a good evening and told them we’d be by in the morning to escort them to breakfast and left them with the agents. 

On the ride down to our floor, Cutter was silent. Once in the room though, he turned to me. “Get her out of your head. She’s beautiful, intelligent, and seems to really like you. She doesn’t know what we are. Let it go, my friend.”

I nodded to his words and went into the bathroom to do my business and brush my teeth so he could have his time in the tub. When I came out, he was in his room, so I went into mine and shut the door. I took  some fruit and a cup of tea over to the bedside table, then got undressed. Egyptian cotton sheets and a real mattress were rare treats. Fresh fruit and good tea, an hour or so of mindless television and I was asleep before Cutter got out of the tub. My dreams were all of Peyton. 

The next morning we showered and had coffee before we packed up and took our bags out to the SUV in the garage. Check out time would be while we were with the ladies, so this was easier. I made sure to score some chocolate and fruit to share with the team once we got back. The breakfast event was some scholarship awards thing for five students from Maryland, Virginia, and DC that the Vice President had set up. We escorted Sarah and Peyton to the banquet hall in the hotel, and I believe Peyton looked as gorgeous in black jeans, ankle boots and a green sweater as she did in the silk gown. Sarah wore blue jeans and a Georgetown University sweatshirt with high-top sneakers. Cutter and I were in jeans and sweaters that were bulky enough to hide our weapons. What surprised me most, however, was when the four of us walked into the hall, Vice President Wilson was there in jeans and a Harvard sweatshirt and short hiking boots. 

Sarah saw her father and squealed, racing over to give him a hug. Peyton smiled as she saw the girl embrace her father, but she stayed well out of VP Wilson’s reach. Her body language around him made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. I swallowed a growl when he reached for her and she twisted sideways to edge around to put me between her and him. I met his gaze and refused to look away, a tight smile on my face. He hesitated for a fraction of a second before his politician’s smile was back in place and his hand was reaching for mine. 

I folded my hands in front of myself and inclined my head in greeting. “Sir,” I said. “I don’t shake hands when I’m working.” 

“Ah, right. The extra protection team. And you are?” Wilson said. 

“Agent Dante and that’s Agent Martin,” I replied, giving a nod towards Cutter. 

“Well, thank you for your service to my ladies,” he said. But the way he hesitated over ‘service’ and the sly smile he shared made me realize he thought I might have done more than just watched over them. In fact, when he added his farewell to Peyton, I knew for sure he assumed I had had sex with her. 

“She’s worth watching over,” Wilson said and nodded to Peyton before he turned to greet another admirer. 

I felt Peyton shudder against my back before I reached a hand to my side to touch her hand where it pressed against my sweater. “He’s moved on. I won’t let him touch you,” I said. 

“Thank you,” she whispered and took a step back. “He just creeps me out so much. If it wasn’t for Sassy, I would have been long gone. It’s just, since her mother died, I’m really all she’s got. He’s never around and I’ve been with her since she was eight, when her Mom got sick. Samantha was a lovely woman,” Peyton said. 

“Were you twelve when you started as her governess?” I asked. “You barely look older than her, to have been doing this for nine years.”

Peyton laughed and I caught my breath. “That’s very kind of you to say, Agent Dante, but I’m probably older than you are.” 

“Are you over forty?” I asked. 

“No, you’re not forty. Maybe thirty-three?” Peyton said. 

“Thirty-eight in a couple of months,” I replied. 

“You certainly don’t look it. I’ll be thirty-five in a couple of weeks. Sassy insists on celebrating. Perhaps you could join us? It’s just going to be dinner at my favorite Japanese steak house.” 

And here’s where I had a moment of absolute hate for my life situation. “The invitation is really nice of you,” I said. “But I won’t be able to go. Work is pretty crazy.” 

Peyton slid a curl of paper into my hand and smiled up at me. “Well, here’s my number. Call me if you get a day off.” Then she blushed and looked down. “I don’t do this, you know. Give my number out to men I have barely met. But you make me feel safe and you don’t look at Sassy as anything other than a wonderful young lady. That’s pretty rare in my world.”

I tucked the paper into my pocket and smiled. “I think that young lady is trying to get your attention.” Sarah was waving at us and Peyton sighed before she waved back. “Shall we?” I escorted her over to where Sarah and Cutter stood near one of the round tables. As we approached, the girl dropped into a seat next to a woman that looked old enough to be her grandmother. Peyton took the empty seat on Sarah’s other side and smiled at her table companions. Cutter and I stepped back and folded our hands in front of us and watched. 

The room swirled with people as they took their seats, servers pouring coffee and juice, and Secret Service agents across the hall, closer to the VP’s table. I listened to the conversations around the room. Sarah, for all that she was a teenager, had excellent poise and conversational skills. She discussed the sights to be seen in London with her elderly companion on one side and the latest video dropped by some K-pop band with a girl a few seats down. Peyton had trained the girl well. For her part, Peyton was polite and quiet. She shared pleasantries with the woman seated next to her, but her attention stayed on Sarah and those she spoke with and what they discussed. I don’t know how I knew it, but Peyton was very aware of where we stood. She never looked back at us, but when the meal was over, she rose from her seat, tapped Sarah’s shoulder, and turned right to where we stood. 

“We’re already packed up and our luggage is with the concierge,” Peyton said.

“I’m ready to get outta here,” Sarah added and looped her hands around Peyton’s arm.

“You should say goodbye to your father, first,” Peyton reminded her. 

Sarah groaned and pressed her forehead against Peyton’s shoulder. “I don’t want to get caught up in another discussion about colleges and what I’m gonna be when I grow up.”

“Just do a drive by. Give him a kiss on the cheek and tell him you’re leaving, then go. Don’t give him time to pull you into the conversation,” Peyton said. 

“I’ll be right there with you, so I can help keep it short,” Cutter said, and gave Sarah a smile. 

“Bear? All you gotta do is look at him and not smile. He’ll shit himself and I’ll get to leave,” Sarah said to Cutter. 

“Language, missy,” Peyton chided Sarah who rolled her eyes. 

“Let’s do this, Bear,” Sarah said and headed towards her father with Cutter close behind.

“Bear?” I asked. 

“Sarah said he reminded her of an over-sized brown teddy she used to have. So now he’s Bear,” Peyton said. 

“Yeah, he’s never going to live that one down,” I said as I laughed. “Let’s head for the door.” 

Peyton headed towards the door and I moved behind her. It took some serious control to not watch her hips sway and keep my eyes on the potential threats around us, but I managed it. That’s why I saw the man  who had stood with Wilson reach out and grab her left breast as she walked towards the door and he was coming into the room. Peyton cried out and flinched away. 

I moved and grabbed the hand that had touched her while I asked Peyton to please stay against my back. She did, and I smiled at the pervert in front of me. “You touched the lady without her permission. Say you’re sorry.”

“Do you know who I am? Get your hands off of me,” the man spluttered and I barely squeezed. Pain flared on his face and he tried to pull away.

“I said, say you’re sorry to the lady.” 

“She’s Wilson’s whore. He shares.”

A faint smile curled my lips as I squeezed again and heard a crack. The man screamed as I released him and pulled his now-broken hand to his chest. 

“I’ll sue you for everything you’ve got,” he yelled as he stumbled away from me.

Once I saw he was out of range, I turned to Peyton. She was shaking and pale, yet still gave me a soft smile and a ‘thank you’. 

“Come on, darlin’. Let’s get you out of here,” I said and kept an arm around her so she was shielded. I stopped a few feet from the door when I heard Sarah call Peyton’s name and turned to see the girl and Cutter moving towards us. Sarah hugged Peyton and the two clung to each other as Cutter and I got them into the elevator.

“I’ll get them into the car, you get the luggage?” I asked Cutter and he nodded, then stepped back to let the elevator doors close.

“That was Senator Hansen,” Sarah said. “Or, as any female that’s spent more than two minutes around him, calls him, Senator Handson.” 

“Has he touched you?” I asked Sarah. 

“Yep. I have had bruises on my butt where he’s grabbed me. My father just laughs and keeps inviting him over. He thinks I’m overly dramatic and too sensitive.” 

“That’s because he thinks I’ve made an impression on you about how evil men are to women,” Peyton said, voice soft. 

“That’s because he’s evil to women and didn’t like it when you told him to fuck off,” Sarah said. 

“Sarah Samantha Wilson, language,” Peyton hissed. 

“Sounds like she’s calling it straight, Ms. Adams,” I said. 

Sarah laughed, and Peyton sighed.


The elevator dinged and I held my hand up to keep them in the elevator while I held the doors open and looked out to scan the area. The SUV was one slot away from the elevator, so I could see that it seemed clear. “Ladies, stay right behind me.” 

They each put a hand on my shoulder as we moved around the front of the car between the elevator and our SUV. I clicked the key fob and the car unlocked. I had them wait and clicked it again to start it. The engine turned over and I hurried the two ladies into the back seat and locked the doors, then slid into the driver’s seat and pulled out of the spot to stop right in front of the elevator doors. A moment later, Cutter pushed a luggage cart out of the elevator with at least eight pieces of luggage on it. I snorted a laugh and unlocked the back so he could load them in. 

“You want to drive, Cutter?” I asked. 

“Nope. You got it. But if you don’t stop and get us food, I’ll eat the dashboard of this car.”

“Ooh, please?” Sarah said from the back seat. 

“Please, what?” Peyton asked, her attention pulled from the window to Sarah. “What are you asking for now?” 

“Bear wants Jericho to stop for food. Since we’re just going home, maybe we could stop at the Shanty and have lunch?” Sarah asked. 

“What’s the Shanty?” Cutter asked. 

“Only the best seafood on the Maryland shore. You guys like seafood?” Sarah asked. 

“I think Bear likes anything remotely edible,” I teased Cutter. 

“Yeah, we like seafood. We don’t get it much, so if that’s where you want to stop for lunch, we can. If Ms. Adams says it’s okay,” Cutter replied. 

“Yeah, it’s okay, if you two don’t mind? The food is pretty amazing there,” Peyton said. 

“Yay,” Sarah crowed and did a little dance in the seat that had Cutter chuckling.

I was pretty happy she’d said yes, too. A chance to spend more time with Peyton meant my day just got a whole lot better. It was going to suck when I was back at the Facility with just the memory of her, but the more time, the more memories I could store up. 

“So, where do you guys live?” Sarah asked. 

“Virginia. Near Fort Belvoir,” Cutter said. 

“Cool. Maybe Peyton and I can come visit sometime,” Sarah said. 

“Yeah, they don’t allow visitors where we live. It’s all top secret stuff,” Cutter told her. 

“But what about your families?” Sarah asked. 

My jaw clenched. I hated having to lie to people about this shit. 

Peyton must’ve picked up something because she said, “Sarah, they’re military. It’s different. You shouldn’t be asking so many personal questions.” 

“I’m sorry,” Sarah murmured, voice low. “I like you two and just wanted to get to know you better.” 

“It’s fine, Sarah,” I said. “We don’t like having to be so secretive all the time either, but it’s part of the job. I appreciate that you like us enough to ask the questions. Most people, they see us as tools, not as people. It’s nice that you care.” 

Peyton looked into the rear view mirror and met my gaze. Her expression was soft and she mouthed a silent “thank you” before her attention went to the scenery that passed outside the window. I felt like she’d just given me the most precious gift. She’d really seen me, not just looked past me, and she had appreciated what I had tried to do for Sarah. Something so simple, but so rare in my world. 

Sarah and Cutter captured most of the conversation the rest of the ride to the seafood shack as they discussed music and books. Sarah was impressively well read for a teenager, and I knew that was Peyton’s doing. Which made me happier to know that Peyton was that well read too. The one thing I enjoyed, even in this environment, were books. I read everything and anything, then shared them with whoever else wanted the escape. I think reading had been the one thing that kept me sane the past few years. 

We pulled up to the shack, and it really was a shack. A small shed building with a big window in the side and a bunch of picnic tables scattered around it. We were a little early for lunch, so the crowd was small, and we could park close to a table and keep an eye on things. Sarah and Cutter went up to order for us while Peyton and I got drinks, utensils, and condiments from the stand to the side. By the time they came back with the food, we had the table set up. 

“You’re in for a real treat,” Peyton said. “This place has the best crab cakes and fried platter. They even do a seasoned rice that I would eat by the bucketful if I could.” 


I gave her a smile, as I visualized her with a spoon and a bucket of rice, and she rolled her eyes at me. “A whole bucket?” I teased. 

“Not really a whole bucket, but it’s that good.” 

“I am pretty hungry, so I’m glad you approved the stop.” I sat on the end of the bench with my feet to the side, my attention on the people that came and went. I still jumped when she put her hand on
my arm. 

“Jericho, thank you for everything today,” Peyton said, voice low. “From what you did with Hansen to how you handled Sarah’s questions in the car. You’re a good man, and I want you to know I really appreciate you.”

My throat tightened and I couldn’t look at her yet. She started to take her hand away and I rested my other hand on top of hers. “You are most welcome,” I finally choked out. “You deserve to be treated well, Peyton Adams.” 

“I know this is very forward of me, but if you ever get some free time, please call me. I’d like to see you again.” 

Then I turned to look at her and she bit her lower lip. My gaze went from that lip to her eyes, then to Cutter and Sarah as they gathered up the huge order of food. Cutter could hear us, I knew, so I appreciated him taking a little extra time with Sarah. 

I looked back down at Peyton and leaned in to lightly brush my lips against her forehead. “Someday, I would like that too,” I said, voice whispered against her skin. “But while I’m on duty, protecting you, it is not a good idea. Just know that if I were free, I’d take you up on that in a heartbeat.” 

She leaned in to the kiss, then slid back a bit to put some room between us. “Someday soon, then,” she whispered. 

It felt like a cord had woven between Peyton and I. While we ate, while we cleaned up, while I drove them closer to home, I was attuned to everything about her. When we dropped them off and unloaded the luggage in the foyer, I kept my mood light but I felt the loss of her presence before we’d even left. As we drove away from the huge brick colonial mansion that sat on a small island off the coast, with its own private bridge access, it might as well have been on a separate planet. I had her number, but I didn’t own a phone I could use to call her. I couldn’t text her, message her, stalk her on social media or even keep a photo of her.


Cutter was silent until we’d been on the road for over an hour. “This sucks,” he said. 

“It does. We need to get the fuck out of this. I think she’s the one,” I said. 

“I think she’s your one, too. Your whole presence changed around her.”

“And she’s not in a safe space, either. Not with Wilson and his pervs trying to get in her pants all the time.” 

“You think Wilson would touch Sassy?” 

“I wouldn’t think so, but he’s a bastard, so who knows?” 

“Yeah, who knows.” 

The rest of the ride was mostly quiet. Neither one of us was happy about the whole situation and didn’t see a damned thing we could do to fix it. 

It sucked.












  
  
Jericho: Chapter Five




We dropped off the SUV in the garage and got checked back in by five that evening. As we headed to the commons room, Cutter and I both noticed how quiet it was. Usually, the team was in the commons, hanging out with a game or reading or watching the TV. No one was in there. I grabbed a bottle of juice and one of water, then headed to my cell to stow my bags. I took the fruit and chocolate out as I decided to visit each member and give them the treats. I started with Kit’s cell as it was next to mine. I tapped on the door frame. “Kit, you awake?” 

I heard her voice in the shadowed room. “Yeah, I’m awake.” 

“Can I come in?” 

“Just don’t turn the light on,” Kit said. 

“I brought some fruit and chocolate.” 

“Thanks. Just put it on the table by the door?” 

Her voice sounded odd and I set two pears and a bar of her favorite chocolate on the table before I blinked and adjusted my sight. I may not be able to see as far as the hawk-eyed, but I could see really well with minimal light. What I saw stopped me in my tracks. Kit was on top of her bed, not underneath it, and curled on her side. The arm and the side of her face I could see, was bruised looking. 

“Kit, what happened?” I whispered and crouched near her. 

“I’ll be fine in a couple of days, Jericho. Let it go, okay?”

“Let what go, Kit? You look like you’ve been beaten.” 

“I was. It was a test. They put me and one of the guys from B block in a ring, said the first one knocked out would spend a week in the Box. I dropped him. And the next three. Then I was allowed to shower and rest. I’m not in the Box and I don’t have any broken bones, so I’m good.” 

My anger flared and the growl that spilled free made her flinch. “Sorry, I’m not upset with you, Kit.” 

“Gideon has two broken ribs. Kane broke a thumb and a finger. I don’t know about Rico.” 

I opened the bottle of juice and handed it to her. “Take a few sips. Have you eaten anything?” 

She couldn’t sit up to drink the juice so I helped her. “No, I hurt too much to eat.” 

“I’ll check on the others and then I’ll get food and drinks for all of you. I’m so sorry I wasn’t here to stop this.”

“I don’t think you could have, Jer. They said it was because we let those trafficking girls go free.”

I set the bottle of juice on her bedside table and got to my feet. “Just rest. Did they give you pain pills?” 

“No,” Kit said. “And I didn’t ask. But if you want to get me something for the pain and a muscle relaxer, I’d be grateful.” 

I left Kit’s room and checked on Gideon and Kane. They were in similar condition. I left them each some fruit and chocolate, then went to Rico’s cell. He lay on his bed, a book in hand and an empty pint of ice cream on his side table. 

“Hey, Rico,” I said as I tapped on his door. “Doing okay?” 

“Yeah, I’m fine, why do you ask?” Rico said. 

“I ask because the rest of the team that stayed behind, are all beat to shit and suffering. Yet, you’re here with a pint of Ben & Jerry’s and not a bruise on you.”


“Huh. Imagine that,” Rico said, his sarcasm made my already strong suspicions into solid proof. 

“Yeah, imagine that,” I replied, voice cold. “Imagine this, too. I find you’re behind them all being abused, and you’ll find out how difficult it is to breathe with your head shoved up your ass.” 

Rico just laughed and jerked his head at his door. “Get out of my cell, Dante. You lay a hand on me and they’ll make the rest of your short, miserable life even more miserable.” 

I left his cell before I snapped his neck, and no, I didn’t leave him fruit or chocolate, either. At least now I had undeniable proof of who the mole in our group had been. It also made me wonder if he’d missed that shot back in Afghanistan on purpose, so Aden would get taken out. 

It made me wonder about a lot of things. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Four days had passed and the team healed slowly. Faster than the average human, but still too slow for my liking – or theirs. I’d managed to get food and medical attention for each of them as they needed it. I even got a curtain rod and a blackout curtain for Kit’s bed corner. That way, she could sleep on the mattress on the frame and not on the floor. With her injuries, it was hard for her to get up off the floor and she couldn’t sleep in the open. When the doc said it was a medical necessity for her to have it, she finally got it. It cost me a session with the testing team, but for my family, I’d do anything. 

Cutter and I took shifts. We stayed awake and on protection duty for our team. Everyone except Rico. In fact, when he was out of his cell, we moved all of his things to the farthest end away from everyone and put Kane in Rico’s old cell. Sure, he bitched about it when he came back and found his stuff dumped in the middle of the darkest, coldest cell in the block, but one look at our faces and he shut up. He was persona non grata and he knew it. 

It was my shift to watch and listen, and I had my lights off as I lay in my cot. I had been practicing with my hearing, seeing if I could tell who snored or rolled over, which tech was cursing at the printer, stuff like that. Yeah, I was bored, but it was fun to stretch my abilities and see if I could push them further. It must’ve been close to midnight when I heard the footsteps of two men. 

“Dr. Locke, I am done playing games with you. This is not how I saw this proceeding,” Dr. Thorpe said. I knew Dr. Alan Thorpe, but I had only heard of Dr. Locke’s existence. I had not yet met him. 

“Well, then. Maybe you should have been more specific about how you wanted things to go? Or maybe you should just realize that you had no idea of what you were creating?” That voice had to be Locke’s, since I didn’t hear any other people in the corridors. 

“I created this because of my son. Michael killed himself because he couldn’t bear to live without his arm and legs. His hearing, eyesight, and will to live were taken by that IED. I wanted to keep other parents from having to deal with the kind of loss Milly and I have suffered.” 

“How charming. Heart-warming even. And how blind,” Locke said. “You created the perfect killing machines and we had them give up any connection with their families in order to get their new bodies. So, those you supposedly saved so their families wouldn’t suffer your loss, have suffered for never having a body to bury.” 

Thorpe sucked in a breath and I heard his feet shuffle. 

“That’s it, Dr. Thorpe. Go ahead and have a heart attack and join the rest of your family in Forest Hills Cemetery.” 

The sound of a hand slapping flesh rang out and Locke snarled. “Do that again and I’ll snap your old neck. I think it’s time you retire, Doctor, before you die at your desk.” 

“Now you’re threatening me?” Thorpe said. 

“No threats, Doc. Just promises. I suggest you get yourself retired before you get yourself dead, Thorpe. The rest of us are done tiptoeing around your archaic rules and morals.” I heard the sound of Locke walking away, then a door opened and closed.
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