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			Dedication

			
		
    He survived a castle that took a century to break him. She died as a soldier and came back able to merge her mind with any system she touches.
Thomas leads the most dangerous team on earth. Eve is the only one who can become the system itself, erasing cameras, cracking vaults, and frying trackers from the inside. Their bond isn't just love. It's operational. Tactical. The thing that holds seventeen altered humans together when the jobs try to tear them apart.
In Chimera Protocol, every pair fights beside each other. Ronnie and April. Ahmed and Pearl. Noah and Mia, whose relationship cracks open when a secret daughter surfaces mid-mission. Matteo and Lizzie, who built miles of invisible road through a jungle to save a woman they'd never met.
These couples don't just survive. They make each other stronger.
And when the world pushes back, they push harder.
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Arabian Sea, off Alang, Gujarat

The ship screamed before anyone touched it.

Steel warped under rot, salt, heat, and greed. The dead supercarrier lay half-cut in the ship-breaking yard off Alang’s coast, its gutted belly open to the black Arabian Sea. Floodlights burned through the night haze. Sparks rained from welding torches. Men in sandals and sweat-soaked shirts climbed over the corpse like ants stripping meat from bone.

Tip crouched on the rusted lip of Deck Four and watched one of those men disappear through a hole marked DO NOT ENTER in three languages.

“Civilian just entered the hot zone,” he said through the team mind-link.

Wind slapped the side of his helmet. His suit hissed around him, sealed tight, CBRN-rated, custom-made, and still too damn slow for his body. Tip hated suits. Hated anything between him and the open air. His abilities craved speed, skin, scent, the ground talking through his feet. This rubber-coated coffin dulled too much.

But he was the lead on this job.

So he stayed slow.

Stayed clean.

Stayed inside protocol.

Taylor, his pair’s voice, slid into his mind, calm but sharp. “Crosswind is shifting. Yard smoke is drifting toward the lower hull.”

“Move it away from the breach,” Tip said.

“On it.”

Above the ship, the smoke bent.

Not drifted.

Bent.

A long, greasy column of chemical stink twisted sideways, shoved by wind that had no business moving east when every weather station in Gujarat said west. Workers below cursed and covered their faces. Nobody looked up.

Good. Looking up got people killed.

Tip dropped through the hole.

For half a breath, gravity owned him. Then his boots hit metal with a sound too soft to be natural. He moved through the corridor, quick but measured, a gray shadow under peeling paint and old warning signs. His visor mapped temperature spikes, air toxicity, radiation scatter, and biological particulate drift in angry red veins.

Somewhere below him, six stolen vials of weaponized Marburg waited inside a dead Armenian ship.

City-killers in test tubes.

Kitana had called them that during the briefing. Her tone was flat. Green gaze icy. No stretch. A single breached seal. One infected scavenger. A public transport trip inland. Then came the burning fever, crimson hemorrhage, terrified chaos, borders slamming shut too late.

Tip reached the first ladder well and stopped. Not because he heard something. Because every insect in the lower hull went silent, his skin tightened beneath the suit.

“Problem,” he reported through the link.

Ronnie’s answer came fast. “Fear spike below you. Human. Male. Young. Not trained. Not armed.”

“The scrapper?”

“Likely.”

A clang rolled up from the dark.

Then a scream.

Tip moved.

The corridor blurred, lights smearing across his visor. He hit the ladder well, dropped two levels without touching half the rungs, and landed in shin-deep water gone oily with rust. His boots splashed. Something skittered away beneath the surface.

“Jesse,” Tip said.

“I feel it,” Jesse answered. “That water’s wrong. Don’t let it touch your outer seals if the suit’s been nicked.”

“Copy.”

Another scream ripped through the deck.

Tip turned the corner and found the kid inside a room.

Seventeen, maybe. Thin as a nail. Face slick with sweat. He was wedged beneath a collapsed pipe assembly, one leg pinned, both hands locked around a metal case the size of a lunchbox.

Tip stopped.

The case bore a faded biohazard stamp.

One latch hung open.

“Found the civilian,” Tip said. His pulse slowed. “And I found the case.”

“How many vials?” Thomas asked from the BBJ command center.

Tip stared through the cracked viewing window.

Five slots full.

One empty.

“Five,” he said.

Silence hit the link. Not long. Long enough.

Eve’s voice cut through it, controlled and cold. “Confirm five.”

“Confirmed.”

April spoke next. “Civilian’s fear is climbing. He thinks you’re there to kill him.”

The kid saw Tip and sobbed harder. He raised the case like an offering. Or a shield. Or both.

Tip took one step closer.

The boy jerked the case against his chest.

“No sudden movement,” Ronnie warned. “He’s on the edge.”

The hull groaned.

Above them, something heavy shifted. Rust flakes drifted down like brown snow.

Tip froze his hands in plain sight. “April.”

“I’m here.”

“Take him soft.”

Her voice slid through the damaged emergency speaker overhead, sweet as warm honey and twice as dangerous.

“Hold still.”

The boy froze.

So did every worker within reach of the speaker above deck. Tip stepped in and took the case from the boy’s rigid hands. His left hand hit the release on the field containment pod clipped to the back of his thigh. The hard shell opened with a soft hydraulic sigh, inner seals spreading like black petals.

Tip slid the biohazard case inside.

The pod locked.

Amber light.

Scan.

Pressure seal.

Green.

Only then did he breathe.

“Primary case secured in field containment,” Tip said. “Five vials confirmed. One missing.”

Jesse came in beside him and laid one gloved hand over the pod. Clear ice formed around the outer shell, not touching the mechanism, just locking it against shock.

“Secondary shield in place,” Jesse said.

Tip looked back at the boy trapped under the pipe.

Still breathing.

Still pinned.

Still not the only problem.

“Jesse, take the field pod. It doesn’t leave your possession.”

“Copy.”

“Damali?”

“I’m locking the air around you,” she said. “Nothing moves out of that pocket until it’s all clear.”

Tip crouched and scanned the space around the boy again.

No broken glass in the foam. No fluid trace. No residue.

The missing vial had not fallen out.

Someone had taken it.

“Ronnie,” Tip said.

“There’s a second fear trail. Older. Not the kid’s.” Ronnie’s voice had gone quiet.

“Can you follow it?”

“Already moving.”

Tip looked at the boy’s wide, frozen eyes and lowered his voice, even though the command held him still.

“We’re getting you out,” he said.

The boy couldn’t answer.

His eyes moved. That was enough.

Ronnie followed fear down into the ship’s throat. It clung to the walls, hot in some places, cold in others. Fear had patterns. Panic scattered. Grief sank. Guilt stuck like tar.

This was guilt.

Fresh, ugly, and human.

He moved through a corridor that smelled of salt, fuel, rot, and cheap disinfectants. His suit filtered most of it, but not the feeling. Never the feeling. That part slipped through.

April moved at his left shoulder.

Her voice could carry through speakers, comms, and even shattered audio relays if Eve touched the system from the jet. She didn’t need to be beside him. But eighteen months as his pair had taught her the weight of his silences. This one, low and coiled, meant the dead were whispering.

“You’re taking in too much,” she said through their private link.

“I can hold it.”

“Didn’t ask if you could.”

He looked at her.

Her face sat behind the clear visor, brown eyes steady, mouth firm. No fear. No flinch. The woman who’d once been locked in a military cage now stood in a rotting plague ship as if it owed her rent.

Ronnie’s chest tightened. Then eased. “Stay close,” he said.

She nodded.

A few yards ahead, his helmet light caught a torn yellow tarp tucked beneath a collapsed duct.

A boot stuck out from under it.

Ronnie stopped.

“Tip,” he said through the team link. “I found a body.”

“Position?”

“Lower deck. Portside service corridor. Near Bio Storage Three.”

“Do not touch until Jesse confirms the water path,” Tip said.

Jesse answered a breath later. “Water’s pooling beneath that corridor, but not moving toward you. Yet.”

“Yet?” April asked.

“The tide is pushing under the hull. We’ve got minutes, not hours.”

Ronnie crouched near the tarp.

A dead scrapper lay beneath it, male, mid-thirties maybe, face gray, lips swollen. His jaw sat wrong. Too wide at the hinge, then forced shut with copper wire stripped from the ship’s bones.

April inhaled once.

Ronnie passed a scanner over the body.

The device clicked twice.

Then screamed.

April took one step back. “That’s the missing vial.”

Ronnie stared at the wired mouth.

Whoever hid it there wanted the body found. Or wanted the vial moved by someone desperate enough to cut into a corpse.

“Thomas,” Ronnie said through the group link. “The sixth vial is in the dead man’s mouth.”

A pause.

Then Thomas answered. “Condition?”

“Unknown. Scanner confirms live bio-container. No visible leak from here.”

“Tip,” Thomas said.

“I heard,” Tip answered. “Ronnie, wait for me before extraction.”

Ronnie looked at the copper wire. “Copy.”

Above them, the ship gave a long metallic moan.

Taylor spoke through the links, voice tight. “We have incoming. Two boats. No transponders. Fast approach from the waterline.”

Eve’s reply came from the command center, clipped and lethal. “They just cut the south camera grid.”

“Our cams are still live?” Taylor asked.

“Yes,” Eve said. “We’re seeing and recording everything. I’m cutting their engines now.”

“They’re yelling, trying to restart the boats,” Taylor said.

Tip looked from the pinned boy to the corridor leading deeper into the ship. Jesse stood between both threats with the reinforced field pod locked against his suit. Damali’s clean-air pocket held. Ronnie and April were below, near the body.

The boy was still under the pipe.

“Taylor, keep smoke and sparks off the lower entry,” Tip said. “Damali, hold the air. Jesse, block the tide route. April, be ready if they breach audio range. Ronnie, nothing moves until I get there.”

“Copy,” they answered.

The first explosion hit the starboard side.

The deck jumped. Ronnie slammed one hand against the wall and locked his other arm around April before she fell. The corpse rolled under the tarp. Metal screamed above them. Lights flickered, died, then returned in Eve’s emergency blue.

The dead man’s jaw shifted.

Copper wire snapped.

The vial slid out between gray lips and rolled toward a drain.

Ronnie moved.

Not fast enough.

A gray blur shot past him.

Tip dropped flat and slapped one gloved hand over the vial an inch before it vanished into black water.

Everyone stopped.

Ronnie was on one knee beside April. Jesse stood six feet away with the reinforced field pod sealed against him. Damali held the air still around the body, the vial, and the drain. Tip lay flat on rusted steel with one palm pressed over glass that could turn a city into a morgue.

“Caught it,” he said, no relief in his voice.

Not yet.

The ship groaned again. This time, the floor tilted.

Jesse cursed. “Fuck, water’s coming.”

A wall of filthy bilge surged around the corner, thick with oil, rust flakes, and whatever hell had been sleeping in the ship’s belly.

Damali inhaled. The air vanished in front of the wave.

Jesse threw both hands out. The water froze mid-surge; a black glass wall inches from Ronnie’s boots.

For one breath, it held.

Then something inside the ice moved.

April turned toward the hatch as boots thundered down the ladder.

“Stop.”

The first three gunmen froze halfway down the corridor.

The fourth fired.

Ronnie felt the bullet before he saw it.

Rage.

Fear.

Intent.

He shoved April down.

Tip curled over the vial.

The bullet hit the frozen wall and cracked it from top to bottom.

Nobody breathed.

Damali’s voice came through the link, soft and deadly. “Got them.”

The air left the gunmen’s lungs.

They fell hard.

One man hit face-first and split his lip through the seal of his mask. Another clawed at his throat until his nails scraped bloody crescents into his skin. The fourth, the shooter, kept one hand stretched toward his rifle.

Damali flexed two fingers.

The usable air around him thinned to nothing.

Tip remained curled over the vial without looking away from the glass. The hairline flaw beneath his palm had not spread. That didn’t comfort him. Glass lied right up until it broke.

“Damali,” he said through the link.

“I have them.”

“Keep them alive.”

“Didn’t say I liked them.”

“Alive,” he repeated.

Air returned in a hard rush. The gunmen rolled and gagged beneath the cover of the decon vapor.

April stepped around Ronnie before he could stop her. Her boots splashed through oily water. “Sleep,” she spoke to the men.

The word hit through their helmet receivers, not the open air. Eve had already hijacked their tactical frequency.

The gunmen went limp.

Ronnie caught April’s elbow. “Don’t get too close.”

She looked down at his hand, then up at him. “Don’t shove me to the floor and think I won’t remember.”

“Fair.”

“Fight later,” Tip said after a quick glance and lifted his hand.

Jesse moved in beside him and formed a clear sheath around the vial. The water hardened without squeezing the glass.

“Sixth vial contained,” Jesse said through their group link.

“Get it into the field pod,” Tip said. “Damali, keep the air locked. Ronnie, April, back to the civilian with me.”

“The incoming boats just restarted,” Taylor said.

Eve cursed softly. “Older engines. Manual override. I can’t kill them cleanly from here.”

Thomas entered the link. “I can raise the tide, swamp them.”

“Not yet,” Tip said. “If the boats sink too close to the hull, we lose sight of their cargo.”

Then Thomas said, “Your call.”

Tip turned toward the ladder well and spoke to his pair on the link. “Taylor, make their approach miserable. Don’t sink them.”

“Done.”

Wind slammed across the water.

The carrier moaned as the gust hit. Outside, men yelled. A boat engine coughed, roared, then choked as smoke and cutting sparks blew into the driver’s face.

Tip reached the trapped boy. His eyes were wild, but his body stayed locked under April’s earlier command.

Jesse had left the pipe braced with a pneumatic jack and a cradle of ice hidden beneath it. The jack sold the lie. The ice did the work. The boy’s leg was twisted wrong beneath the pipe.

“Jesse can’t leave the vials,” Tip said. “Thomas?”

“With you.”

Pressure shifted inside Tip.

Distance didn’t matter once Thomas touched the link. His power folded through Tip’s, controlled and heavy, not taking over. Backing him. Moisture packed beneath the metal where no camera could see it. The pipe lifted by a fraction, slow enough to pass for the jack engaging.

“Lift on my count,” Tip said.

“Ready,” Thomas answered.

“Ronnie, take the edge off the pain. Not all of it.”

Ronnie knelt near the boy. “I heard April the first time.”

“Good. Hear me too.”

April’s mouth twitched.

Tip looked at the boy. “You’ll feel this. You’ll live through it.”

The boy blinked fast.

“Lift,” Tip said.

Thomas’s strength folded into his.

The pipe rose.

The boy’s mouth opened around a sound April’s command wouldn’t let out. Then his eyes rolled back as he went limp. Ronnie grunted and rocked back on one heel, absorbing enough pain to put sweat on his face.

Tip pulled the boy free.

Blood washed into the dirty water.

“Damali,” Tip snapped.

“I see it.” She slapped a clotting patch over the boy’s torn pant leg. Beneath it, she held the air still around the wound, blocking the filthy water from pushing deeper into the torn flesh.

“That’ll hold until we get him out,” she said. “I’ll release it before medical takes him.”

“Move out,” Tip said.

He carried the boy toward the upper deck.

Jesse had the vials.

Ronnie and April covered the rear.

Damali held the air pockets tight.

Above them, Taylor’s voice cracked over the link. “Eight on deck. Six in boats.”

Eve’s reply was a cold snap. “Thirteen active. One overboard.”

Before the words faded, the first man dropped through the breach, rifle raised. The second followed, sliding down a rusted support beam. The third opened fire before his boots hit steel.

Above them, five more spread across the torn deck, taking angles through gaps in the carrier’s ribs.

Rounds ripped through the corridor from two directions.

Tip twisted, taking the first impact across his shoulder plating instead of the boy’s skull. The force drove him into the wall. Pain flashed white down his arm, hot and mean, but he kept the kid locked against his chest.

Thomas moved through the link.

A shield snapped around Tip and the boy. Bullets struck it in bright, flat sparks and fell smoking into the water.

The shooters moved with practiced efficiency. Weapons tight. Masks sealed. No shouting. No panic. One targeted the corridor, another the containment pod, two angled for Ronnie and April.

Eve’s influence hit like a wave.

Comms died.

Helmet feeds went black.

Firing pins jammed.

Click.

Click.

Click.

Ronnie didn’t waste it. He drew and fired twice. The first man pitched backward through the breach, disappearing into the darkness above. The second’s legs buckled, and he slid down the rail, rifle clattering against the steel.

April spun, a blur of motion, her weapon barking once. A body dropped, hitting the deck with a hollow thud.

Five remained above.

They answered with a coordinated burst, firing through the carrier’s torn ribs. The rounds tore at Thomas’s shield, bright sparks spraying across the corridor.

The force vibrated through Tip’s bones. He shoved the boy behind a skeletal rib of rusted steel and checked the field wrap on the kid’s leg before surfacing, weapon leveling.

“Clear them,” he barked.

Damali flexed two fingers. The air thinned around the men closest to the hatch. Not enough to see. Enough to ruin their aim. They clawed at their masks, eyes wide with terror, shoulders hitching as panic broke their rhythm.

Jesse stepped into the gap, locking eyes with the nearest shooter.

Frost spiderwebbed across the man’s visor, a single, choked scream.

Jesse closed his fist.

The scream cut off. The shooter dropped hard to the deck. The frost broke apart before he hit, dissolving into the damp air.

Ronnie fired once. The bullet punched through another man’s throat seal. Blood hit the steel behind him, and the body collapsed with a sickening thud.

April’s voice flowed into the dead comms Eve had cracked open for her and her alone. “Turn your weapons on each other.”

Two men hesitated, then horrifyingly obeyed. Rifles swung, barrels finding targets.

Two shots.

Two bodies crumpled.

One remained. He ditched his jammed rifle and drew a sidearm from his thigh rig. The weapon rose, aimed at Jesse’s visor.

A trigger squeeze.

Tip crossed the space in a blur no human camera would keep clean. One moment, he stood near the boy. Next, he had the shooter’s wrist in one hand and his helmet in the other.

He drove the man’s head into the bulkhead.

Once.

The helmet cracked.

Twice.

Bone gave way. The man dropped, limp and not breathing.

Silence fell, broken only by the hiss of damaged equipment and the groan of dying metal.

“Deck team down,” Tip reported, his voice clipped.

The corridor stank of blood, scorched metal, and ruptured filters. Bodies lay where they’d fallen. Rifles in the water. Another man’s hand still twitched near a jammed trigger.

No one looked at them for long.

“Boats still active,” Taylor said through the group link. “They’re loading heavier weapons.”

Eve answered. “I see them.”

Both boats went dark.

Tip’s skin prickled beneath the suit.

Thomas’s shield flared half a second before the rocket fired.

The rocket screamed from the lead boat, blind but close enough to kill.

Taylor slammed a crosswind into it. Jesse yanked seawater up into its path and locked it solid for one hard blink. The rocket kicked sideways, punched the water, and blasted a black hole into the sea.

Tip swept the breach.

Movement on the boat. Still coming.

“Damali, release the patch seal. Ronnie, April, get the boy to the paramedics. They’ve got a pod waiting. Jesse, Damali, with me.”

Ronnie took the boy. April moved with him, weapon up, eyes sharp, stepping over bodies, and covering their retreat.

The next boarding attempt hit the ladder line.

Damali flexed her fingers.

The men climbing up lost breath at the same time. Their grips weakened. Their boots scraped for purchase on wet steel.

Jesse looked once at the rungs. The water under their gloves hardened.

Hands stuck.

Tip fired three times.

Three clean drops.

Taylor drove smoke low across the water and threw sparks into the boat lights. From outside the hot zone, the whole thing would read as smoke, bad weather, engine failure, and men making bad choices in a burning shipyard.

The last man in the second boat shouldered a black tube, its muzzle glinting under the dock lights.

"Incendiary," Eve's voice crackled through the link, sharp as breaking glass.

Tip raised his sidearm. Too late.

Thomas channeled through Tip's body like lightning through a rod. A concussive wave hammered the shooter's chest.

The man catapulted backward, spine cracking against the console. The tube skittered across the deck plates.

Eve's spark hit the console simultaneously. Circuits fried. Flames licked up from fried wiring, casting jagged shadows across the listing deck.

Tip held his breath. Smoke coiled in his nostrils. The ship groaned beneath his boots. Black water slapped against rusted steel.

Silence.

Then Ronnie came through the link. “Boy’s sealed in the pod. They’re taking him away.”

“Alive?” Tip asked.

“Alive.”

“Vials?”

Jesse answered. “Six secured. Field pod intact.”

“Suit breaches?”

Eve answered after one beat. “No team breaches. Civilian pod reads clean. Hostiles are down.”

Tip looked at the bodies on the deck.

Down. That was one word for it.

“Damali?” Thomas asked through the link.

“Air-control readings stable. No spread beyond containment zones.”

“Taylor?”

“Yard smoke contained. Workers grounded. Local response at the outer gate.”

“Tip, finish the op,” Thomas said.

Tip looked across the yard. “Move to transfer,” he said. “Full protocol. No deviations.”

The biohazard materials team had been staged outside the yard from the start, waiting for one clean signal. Now they moved in full formation.

A convoy.

Two sealed trucks.

A mobile containment lab.

Three ground drones.

One tracked retrieval unit with steel arms and a glass-fronted containment chamber.

Armed perimeter officers pushed the workers farther back while the techs moved as if they had rehearsed this in nightmares.

The lead tech never came within ten feet of Jesse. He stood behind a portable barrier while a robotic unit rolled forward on rubber treads.

The machine extended one arm.

Jesse unclipped the reinforced field pod from his suit and placed it into the transfer tray.

Then he stepped back.

The tray retracted into the chamber. A hard seal dropped. Lights flashed amber.

White vapor filled the chamber.

Decon.

Scan.

Pressure test.

A green light blinked once.

Amber flashed again over the sixth vial’s inner cradle.

White vapor.

Longer scan.

Too long.

Nobody spoke.

Tip watched the lead tech’s body language. The man didn’t flinch.

The light finally turned green.

“Chain of custody complete,” the lead tech said over the external speaker.

Taylor moved closer, her shoulder nearly brushing Tip’s.

Tip didn’t look at her right away. He kept his eyes on the containment chamber, on the green light blinking behind thick glass.

Green meant sealed.

Green meant no leak.

Green meant the boy might keep his leg, the workers might go home, and the city inland might never know how close death had come in a metal box.

Still, nobody moved.

Ronnie stood with one hand braced on his knee, head bowed. April checked the seal along his shoulder, then his neck ring, then his gloves. He let her. Didn’t tease her. Didn’t tell her he was fine.

Damali flexed her fingers once. Air shifted around her boots, then settled. Jesse held both hands out from his sides, palms open.

Taylor’s glove brushed Tip’s.

“You had your hand on that vial,” she said through their link.

Tip watched the green light blink.

“Yeah.”

“If it broke...”

“It didn’t.”

“That’s not what I said.”

He finally looked at her. Through the visor, her face appeared calm.

Too calm.

But her eyes told the real story of her fear.

Tip’s chest tightened. “I know,” he said.

She nodded and exhaled.

Workers behind the tape remained on the ground until uniformed responders began clearing them in groups.

Morning light bled gray over the shipyard. The supercarrier groaned behind them as police and security teams boarded. Tip and his team walked in the opposite direction with their contact.

No one spoke until the secure building doors closed behind them.

Then April said, “I want out of this suit.”

Ronnie’s voice came out rough. “Same.”

“Not yet,” Tip said.

“I know,” April answered. Softer this time.

A decon tech waved them toward the first chamber.

Tip stopped at the threshold and looked back once.

The carrier sat crooked against the shore, half-dead and still dangerous. Men moved around it in masks and white suits. Beyond them, the sea slapped black water against rusted steel.

Six vials secured.

One civilian is alive.

No breaches.

That was the report.

It didn’t feel like enough.

“On the way in,” Tip told Thomas and Eve as they followed their contact deeper into the building.

Thomas answered through the link. “Driver’s waiting. Do a quick scan first. Should be clean. There’s a vehicle switch before reaching the jetport. Change clothes and identities. Once you board, rest. It’s a long flight to Dubai to board the BBJ 787.”

The team filed into decon.

White vapor swallowed them one by one.

Taylor stood beside Tip in the mist, close enough that their shoulders touched this time.

“Missing our cabin,” she said.

Tip released a slow breath. The first one that felt like his.

“Hot shower,” April said.

“Sleep,” Tip added.

Ronnie leaned his helmet back against the chamber wall. “Coffee and food.”

Damali’s voice came from somewhere in the fog. “That’s what I was thinking.”

No one laughed.

But the words helped.

A little.
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Chapter 2
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The command center looked empty.

It wasn’t.

Thomas felt every heartbeat that wasn’t there yet.

Tip’s team was inbounding from Alang, carrying exhaustion, bruises, and whatever anger came after containing a plague nobody should have touched. Pearl’s team was already inside Zürich’s polished security shell. Kitana’s team was on the ground in Ethiopia, moving slowly through a jungle that gave nothing back.

Fifteen people he called family.

His.

A year ago, they would’ve been begging for charter windows, hiding equipment in pieces, and praying commercial delays didn’t blow a job before they landed.

The 787 Boeing Business Jet had changed everything. The BBJ carried its command center, cabins, galley, medical gear, weapons, and enough server power to run a city grid from 30,000 feet.

They’d also purchased a Gulfstream G700 for smaller teams.

Fast in.

Fast out.

No strangers. No questions. No airport eyes unless Eve allowed them.

Ronnie had built the money. Thomas had signed the purchase. La Patron had pushed them toward independence before any of them fully understood why.

Now Thomas did.

Three jobs. Three continents. One team moving under its own power.

Worth every dollar.

Eve sat alone at the main console, running the room as if it were part of her body. The BBJ lights were dimmed to night mode. Coffee steamed beside her elbow. A plate of food sat untouched near her right hand.

Thomas crossed the room, picked up the plate, and held it in front of her.

She didn’t look away from the monitors. “I’m busy.”

“Eat something. That’ll still be there.”

“Just making sure I’ve erased everything in that ship. Don’t want anyone tracking us.”

“Understood. Eat.” He tore a piece from the flatbread, folded meat inside it, and held it near her mouth.

Eve finally glanced at him. Her gaze softened. “You feeding me now?”

“If necessary.” He brushed the bread against her lips.

“We’ve got three teams in the field.”

“Alang’s completed. No casualties. Crisis averted. Thank-yous have been routed through our proxy along with our fees. Family is safe and on the way in. Zürich’s... It’s good for now.” He leaned closer. “Take a moment for me. Eat something. It’ll make me feel better.”

She leaned forward and took a bite.

He watched her chew, watched the tension ease from her jaw, and felt something in his own chest loosen.

Her eyes widened as she took the rest from him. “Good.” She ate it all and drank a bottle of water while watching him. “Thanks, baby,” she said, wiping her mouth with a napkin. “That hit the spot.”

He took her hand and pulled her close. “You hit the spot.”

She grinned and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Do I?”

He nodded, his chin brushing the top of her head as he breathed her in.

“There were moments... when those men with rifles breached the lower levels, I saw red,” she whispered. “Tip, Ronnie, April, Jesse, and Damali... the idea of them getting shot. You threw up the shield, stopped me from frying their asses.” She shuddered. “That’s not how we operate, I know. But I was close. Real close.”

He ran a hand down her back, holding her tight. “I sensed it. Tip was right there with you, Damali too. Jesse would’ve frozen the blood in those men’s veins, or Damali would’ve collapsed their lungs to protect the team if I hadn’t thrown the shield. Those deaths would’ve been harder to explain.”

Eve nodded. “Death by bullets. Reliable. Consistent.”

“Expected. No explanation needed.” He held her tighter.

She stayed there, face against his chest, arms around him, breathing him in the way he had breathed her in. The bond between them settled. Not quiet. Never quiet. But steadier.

“Miss you.”

The words hit low.

Thomas bent his head.

His mouth found hers, and the restraint he’d been holding since Alang cracked just enough for her to feel it.

Eve rose into the kiss.

Her fingers slid into his hair and tightened, anchoring him there. Thomas cupped the back of her head and took the kiss deeper, letting her taste the fear he hadn’t spoken, the relief he didn’t have time to name, the want that had no business rising in a command center with two jobs still live.

But it rose anyway.

Her body softened against his, then pressed closer, all warm curves and steady claim. His hand moved down her back, slow, firm, stopping at her waist because stopping mattered.

The team would return soon. Zürich was still live. The mission in Ethiopia unsettled Thomas most because none of the intel explained how the first lady from a Central American country ended up in that forest. Their family was scattered across several continents depending on them.

Eve made a small sound against his mouth.

Not enough to break him.

Close.

Thomas drew back a fraction.

Their foreheads touched. Breaths tangled. Her eyes stayed closed, lashes dark against her cheeks, mouth parted from the kiss.

“You started that,” she murmured.

His thumb brushed once along the side of her throat, over the pulse beating too fast beneath her skin. “I know.”

“You stopping?” she teased.

“Trying.”

Her eyes opened then. Heat sat there. Soft and dangerous. So did love. She slid her hand from his hair to his chest and pressed her palm flat over his heart. “Later.”

A promise.

An order.

Both.

Thomas covered her hand with his. “Later,” he said.

For one more breath, they stood locked together in the dim command center, close enough for him to feel every shift of her breathing, close enough for the bond to hum warm and alive between them.

Then the Zürich feed flickered.

Her fingers tightened against his chest.

His hand stilled at her waist.

Neither moved.

Zürich glowed on the second screen.

Pearl crossed the lobby wearing the CEO’s face. Ahmed followed her by half a step, the security chief, broad-shouldered and severe. Their disguises were flesh, bone, posture, and voice. Nothing fake enough for a scanner to catch.

Noah, Mia, and Skip moved behind them as consultants, with new faces in expensive tailored clothes that fit their borrowed identities. Skip’s mouth had gone pale, but his pace stayed even. The suppression telemetry beside his feed dipped, corrected, then held.

Eve tapped two fingers against the console.

The Zürich layout expanded.

Four checkpoints are lit in sequence.

Clean.

Expected.

Pearl reached the first scanner. The guard behind the glass looked up.

“Mr. Keller. We weren’t expecting you until Monday.”

Pearl placed the CEO’s hand on the reader. “Plans changed.”

The panel lit white.

Then green.

The first door opened.

Thomas watched Eve’s shoulders ease by a fraction.

On the right screen, four 008 signals crawled across the Ethiopia map. The new trackers he and Eve had designed before deployment, small semi-transparent circles that merged with the skin on contact. Each one fed location, vitals, temperature, and stress levels back to the command center. Invisible. Irremovable until Thomas released them. Every team member wore one.

Eve adjusted the cameras each person wore before the images of the Harenna Forest sharpened on the screen.

Thomas whistled.

Eve stared. “It’s... massive. Where are they?” she looked at Thomas.

“On the way to the mountain. It’s a long drive from town
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