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  Captain Hermione “Wizard” Wilcox has a problem. The FBI has contracted Sirens, Inc. to extract a Dr. Martell from the Broken Pass Research Center before a wannabe paramilitary group abducts him for nefarious purposes. The problem is Hermione is the only one of the team who gets in when the Eagle Militia goes in guns blazing. 

Then all hell breaks loose.

Dr. Chester “Venom” Martell spends his days developing anti-venoms that are cheap and plentiful to produce for the population at large. He’s trying to save the world and gets to play with snakes and spiders to do it. When the Eagle Militia crashes the gates of the research center, shooting the guards, he figures the world is pretty much over.

Then she shows up to rescue him and his colleagues.

Turns out the Eagle Militia wants Chester to work on an antidote to their personal WMD, and they’ll do anything, including kill other researchers, to get him to do it. But the only place to make an antidote is in the research center occupied by the militia. Wizard and Venom must return to make the antidote before the Eagle Militia catches them. This time they have a team, but it might not be enough to save the day.
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  Chapter One


Captain Hermione “Wizard” Wilcox lifted her coffee cup to hide her grimace as she leaned against the table in the coffee shop in the rinky-dink town of Broken Pass in western Montana. An old 80s love song seeped out of the speakers hidden in the ceiling, reminding her of her ex-husband and all the ways he’d used some of her favorite things to hurt her. You’re emotion in motion, babe. Yeah, that’s because he’d always made her cry, either by belittling her or hitting her. The only way out was to join the Army and work her ass off until she divorced the bastard.
Oh, he’d tried to stop her, but she’d pushed so hard she’d been asked to join a new SpecOps team so secret, the members were hidden. She’d been the first woman they’d asked, but not the last. Now the Sirens were a twelve-member team so secret even Delta Force didn’t know. And it always surprised the boys when they came across the Sirens.
But now she was on a mission, pretending to be hiking around southern Montana with her friends.
While we look for white supremacists threatening a research facility.
She set down her glass coffee cup and let the sun paint designs on the wood table. She tilted her head to glance at the two good ole boys she’d been following as her partner, Lieutenant Lisa “Circuits” Dunwoody, settled into the chair beside her.
“Any movement?”
“None yet. You look nice.”
Dunwoody scowled. “I hate my hair down.” She brushed her long blonde locks over her shoulder. “It gets in the way.”
“You can always buzz your head if it gets too annoying.” Hermione sipped her coffee.
Dunwoody snorted. “Nah, that’s Banshee’s thing. She has the whole Sinead O’Connor look locked in.” She opened her laptop, keeping the screen faced away from the men they surveilled. Hermione leaned over beside her like two friends looking at the latest hot guy pics on the internet.
“Anything yet?”
“I’ve cloned their phones so we should at least get to see who’s calling and texting.” Dunwoody clicked the keys to open her surveillance apps and the screen filled with texts and calls. “Holy shit. These boys like to talk. Petty Officer Gomez was right as usual, I see.”
“She didn’t overstate the issue, that’s for sure. Looks like those boys are starting to mobilize.” Hermione shot a look at the two men as they paid their bill and waved to the waitress, who rolled her eyes and made sure to stay out of reach.
Yeah, those guys are definitely charming, not.
“Show time.” She tapped the Bluetooth in her ear and sent out an alert to her team. “They’re moving. ETA twenty-five mikes. Remember, this is a disable-and-disarm mission. The DOJ wants tangos they can question so use lethal force as a last resort.”
A chorus of “roger thats” came back through her earpiece as she and Dunwoody gathered up their cups and the laptop. Hermoine’s team could easily subdue the “Eagle Militia” members, but keeping the jackasses alive would take a trick or two. Frankly, she’d rather shoot them and be done with it, but orders were orders. And the FBI didn’t want another Waco.
Which is why they hired us.
She straightened her back, feeling her piece hidden under her windbreaker. They’d never see her coming. They moved past the bussing bin and dropped the glass cups in it as they followed the men out the door. They chattered in easy banter about whose turn it was to drive and if they had enough snacks, but they kept their attention on the guys piling into beat-up pickup trucks.
To the casual outsider it looked like they were headed out to go hunting. But instead of relaxed and happy expressions, each man wore tight intensity and excitement. Hermione settled behind the wheel of their SUV and buckled her seat belt.
“Satellite uplink established, Wizard.” Dunwoody had the laptop open with a bird’s eye view of Broken Pass, Montana on the screen. “No new texts coming yet, but there’s an unusually high number of trucks converging on the research campus for a typical small town. They’re definitely making their move.”
“Any word from the local PD or FBI field office about an uptick in activity?” The FBI hired the Sirens to watch and spring the doctor in case the Eagle Militia made any wrong moves.
“Nothing yet, Wizard.” Corporal Ann “Thunder” Ayeshe spoke up on comms from their temporary HQ in the empty strip mall a klick from the research campus. “But the LTCom says we got our orders directly from the Butte office of the FBI. They want us to make sure we get the doc out of that place before the shit hits the fan.”
Hermione shook her head. “What is it with this guy, anyway?”
“Dunno. All we know is the Eagle Militia kept mentioning him in the emails with a date and a location. The FBI seems to think it’s going to be a kidnapping.”
“Why? Isn’t he just a research scientist?” She pulled the SUV onto the main drag headed toward the research campus. “What the hell would a domestic terrorist group want with a research geek?”
Dunwoody shook her head. “If the FBI knows, they’re not tellin’.”
“Okay, so this doctor. What’s his specialty? Did they at least tell us that?”
Dunwoody snorted. “Yeah, he’s a PhD in neurotoxins and he apparently spends his time studying the world’s most deadly venoms from snakes, spiders, insects, and fish.”
Hermione shuddered. “Yikes. I think I’d rather take on a nest of terrorists than play with that.”
“Same, Wizard.”
“So, why does the FBI think the Eagle Militia is after Dr…” She trailed off as she shot a look at Dunwoody’s screen. “Dr. Chester Martell? I mean, he deals with venom, but he doesn’t make synthetic versions, does he?”
“Not according to the FBI’s dossier. Apparently, he makes antivenom, antidotes for all the worst ones out there.” Dunwoody shrugged. “Doesn’t seem like a very useful guy to kidnap, frankly, unless they have a big problem with poisonous snakes where they’re from. Maybe they don’t have the funds to buy enough antivenom for their compound? I don’t know. But the FBI is convinced Martell is in danger from the Eagle Militia.”
Hermione snorted. “Everyone’s in danger from the Eagle Militia. What’s so special about this guy?”
No one had an answer as they followed the old pickup trucks toward the research facility.
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Dr. Chester “Venom” Martell, despite his job at the Broken Pass Research Center studying natural poisons, wasn’t prone to unease or conspiracy theories. But something about the few beat-up pickup trucks he’d seen on the way to work put him on edge. Montana wasn’t a stranger to survivalist and “militia” groups, but usually they kept to themselves on their compounds. This felt more menacing.
“You’re just jumping at shadows.” He often talked to himself to hear another human voice. In a job where he spent most of his time in a Hazmat suit to keep from dying on a regular basis, human voices were at a premium.
And worrying about beat-up pickup trucks in Broken Pass, Montana, was the same as worrying about sand on the beach. They were a dime a dozen and twice as rusted. But when another one came into view as he pulled through the gate at the lab, unease trickled down Chester’s back.
He parked his Toyota Prius in his usual spot and got out, glad he’d brought his jacket. While only September, the gray skies threatened rain that could easily turn to sleet and snow. Montana didn’t fool around when it came to winter weather. He wrapped his scarf around his neck and locked his car as he headed into the building.
“Mornin’, Doc Venom. How’s the research goin’? Inventing new ways to kill people?” Dirk the security guard smirked as he checked Chester’s credentials.
“The research into finding antidotes is going pretty well, thanks.” While Dirk seemed friendly enough, he always had a bit too much glee when asking about deadly substances. Chester took his creds back. “How are the wife and kids?”
“Same old shit, different day.” Dirk shrugged and waved him through, his expression still avid. “You be careful with those poisons, now.”
Chester nodded and headed for the elevators. Like the extra pickup trucks, Dirk’s fascination with toxic substances seemed elevated. Chester pressed the button for Dr. Miller’s lab’s floor and breathed a sigh of relief as the doors closed. The last thing he needed to do was create an imaginary crisis where there wasn’t one.
He still didn’t know why Dr. Miller—er, Tamara, had asked him to come by, but he figured he could take the tunnels to his lab after he met with her. His gut churned a little as he thought of her overtures the last few weeks. She always seemed to seek him out at the cafeteria, and he had the sneaking suspicion this visit was another excuse to see him. While she was smart and knowledgeable in her subject of SONAR, she always made him feel a little like a rabbit walking into a wolf’s den. The attraction was definitely one-sided, and his gut clenched at the thought of seeing her today.
“I’m sure it’s just the chili cheese fries Eliza had made me try at the Redolent Lion Café last night.” Talking to himself usually calmed him down, but it didn’t work this time.
He shook his head as the doors opened to another guard who had far more intensity than Dirk on his best day. “Good morning. I’m here to see Dr. Tamara Miller.”
“Yes sir. Credentials please.”
He dug out his badge and handed it to the guard. The man scanned them and noted his expired permissions to be in the building.
“You say you have an appointment with Dr. Miller?”
Chester nodded. “Yes, she’s expecting me.” Not that he wanted her to.
The guard picked up the phone beside his podium and dialed a number. “Dr. Miller? I have a Dr. Martell here to see you…Yes, ma’am. I’ll send him in.” He hung up the phone and met Chester’s gaze. “Looks like you check out, Dr. Martell. Down the hall, fourth lab on the left.”
“Thanks.” He didn’t waste time as he had animals to check on and analyses to run. Taking time out to see what Tamara wanted chafed at his timeline.
He followed the guard’s directions and passed his previous lab space. When he’d first been moved to Building Two, he’d been frustrated and unsettled with the new lab. Nothing was where he wanted it and it took a whole new level of organization. But after a month, he found he preferred the larger, quieter space with windows for natural light and a hibernaculum for animals that needed to sleep all winter.
He’d never realized just how loud this lab building was until he worked in the new building. While his wasn’t the only lab there, the other two occupants were conducting DNA sequencing and botany studies to find cures for diseases like cancer and AIDS. He hadn’t realized just how much he hated the sound of the SONAR research shaking the walls or the muted booms of gunshots when another lab tested their new battle armor tech.
Necessity is the mother of invention, and there’s always someone making better bullets.
He shook his head as he pushed into Dr. Miller’s lab. She was one of the specialists, finding ways of making SONAR undetectable to enemy vessels while still making it powerful enough to track them. That was why his lab had been moved. It irritated the animals and had set his research back months. The uncomfortable hum of the sonar machines buzzed in his ear bones, and he grimaced as he looked around for Dr. Miller.
He found her bent over her computer, her white-blonde hair pulled into a severe bun as she frantically typed an email to someone. Tension strung her shoulders so tight he figured they’d chime if he touched them. Not that he wanted to touch her at all. Ever.
“Dr. Miller?”
She bolted upright and looked over her shoulder with a guilty flash in her eyes. He wondered why she looked as if she’d gotten caught with her hand in the cookie jar but waved to ease some of the tightness around her eyes.
“Oh, Dr. Venom.” Her eyes squinted behind her glasses and she snorted a little. “You know, your name always reminds me of that comic book character. You know he’s considered a bad guy, right?” She gave him her version of a sultry smile and it only made him uncomfortable. “Are you a bad guy, Dr. Venom?”
“Not last I checked, Dr. Miller. What did you want to see me about?” He didn’t want to get distracted from the purpose of this visit. He had animals to feed and tests to run.
Tamara dropped the pseudo-sultry look and went straight to friendly. “How are you liking your new lab? Do you have everything you need?”
He frowned. It was an odd question considering she’d had no hand in moving him. She was just another researcher hired by Broken Pass to work on government research and development projects. Her specialty was the power of SONAR frequencies.
“Yes, everything is fine, though I do need to get back to the animals and make sure their cages are cleaned. Was that all you wanted to know?”
Annoyance filtered through his system at the deviation from his usual routine. He liked things done a certain way, but he made exceptions for when other researchers wanted his expertise. He rarely made social visits and certainly not during regular working hours.
Matching annoyance flashed across her face before she schooled her expression to something bland, though her eyes glittered.
“Well, I hadn’t seen you in a while and thought it would be nice to catch up.”
Catch up? She’d never been interested in ‘catching up’ when they worked in the same building before. Why would she want to do so now? He narrowed his eyes.
“I see. Perhaps another time? I really need to get to work as I have a project review due soon and I’m a bit behind.” It wasn’t true in the slightest, but he didn’t like being manipulated into interaction.
She shot a look at the clock on the near wall and another over his shoulder toward the door before she nodded. “Yes, of course. Another time. Call you later?”
“Sure.” He dipped his head in acknowledgment and turned to leave, already calculating how much he had to do for that day.
“Dr. Martell.”
He turned just enough to look at her. “Yes?”
“I’m sorry I interrupted your day. Forgive me?” And her face shifted into a pleading pout.
What could he say? She’d offered him more manipulation but the social contract required him to accept her apology or look like an asshole.
“Sure.” He twitched the corners of his mouth upwards into a perfunctory smile before he swept out of the lab into the hallway. “When dogs dance on two legs and give dissertation talks.”
Chester sealed his lips closed over the rest of his words and nodded to other staff members he passed in the hall. There was no way under the sun that he’d spend any more time than he had to with Dr. Miller. Something seemed off about her, particularly today, and he really didn’t have time to figure out what it was.
He showed his ID to the guard at the tunnel door and the man checked him through, clearing him to make the trek to his new lab. The campus had spared no expense with the construction of the tunnels. They were well-lit and heated or cooled by the water pipes running their lengths. Each one had been decorated with different mosaics in tiles at about eye-level. This one had the story of evolution starting with amoebas and gradually showing more complexity to arrive at the other end with mammals, birds, lizards, and insects as known in modern times. It was his favorite mosaic, and it soothed his earlier irritation as he traversed the tunnel’s length.
He used his badge to get through the door on the other end but stopped to show it to the guard stationed just inside. He was surprised to see Tessa Barton at this post. She usually sat at the front desk to his new building, not stuck down in the tunnel vestibule.
“Good morning, Tessa. I’m surprised to see you here. Are you well today?”
“I am, thank you, Dr. Martell. Credentials, please.”
Tessa was far more professional and sharp-eyed than Dirk, and her impassive demeanor always calmed Chester. Still, he tried to discern anything that might be amiss in her expression.
“Is everything okay? You usually are at the front.”
“Everything is fine.” She scanned his badge and watched the readout intently.
He’d long ago learned she didn’t do pleasantries beyond “good morning” or “goodnight,” but she surprised him when the machine chirped with acceptance. “Just the luck of the rotation. What brings you in through the tunnels, doc?”
Her willingness to engage in more than greetings surprised him. “Another researcher wanted me to look at something so I took the tunnel over from there.” He almost told her about the evolutionary tiled mosaic, but didn’t want to overstep the bounds of their limited relationship.
“Have you been in all the tunnels, Dr. Martell?”
Chester shook his head. “No, about three quarters of them. Each one has some fascinating tiled mosaics along their length. This one has the story of evolution.”
“Really?” She glanced over his shoulder at the door. “That sounds intriguing. Maybe I’ll check it out after shift.” She handed him back his badge. “You’re cleared for entry. Have a good day, doc.”
“Thank you. You, too.”
He looped the lanyard over his head and headed up the concrete steps to the main level. He glanced back to find her watching him, her professional expression back in place, but he wondered if she felt bored or abandoned at the tunnel entrance. His badge let him into the labs as he thought back to the pickup trucks and Dr. Miller’s odd need to see him. Combined with the extended conversation with Tessa, something seemed off with the whole morning.
He shook his head at the strangeness and shoved it all to the back of his mind. He had research to conduct and animals to tend. He didn’t have time to worry about odd human interactions.






  
  Chapter Two


Hermione kept an eye on the good ole boys in their rusted pickup trucks as she headed for the innocuous buildings housing the lab on the northeast edge of Broken Pass. The labs were set back from the main gate by a long driveway across a cleared area housing an employee parking lot and some tasteful landscaping. 
Good visibility to see intruders.
The fencing around the compound stood at least eight feet high and had razor wire at the top. It didn’t carry electric current, but there were sensors in the ground around the perimeter to announce breaches.
“What the fuck are they doing?” Dunwoody scowled at her laptop as they watched the satellite surveillance showing several of the old pickups converging on the gate.
And not slowing down.
“I dunno, but get the team in position. I think they’re gonna breach the gate.” Hermione gritted her teeth and accelerated to keep up.
It looked like a hillbilly road race as an old army vehicle left over from the Cold War positioned itself in front of all the others. The paint job resembled something you’d find in a diaper left in the trash. But the old vehicle blew out a plume of black exhaust and rammed through the gate despite the guards firing automatic weapons at it.
“Holy fuck! Be advised, Eagle Militia has broken through the gate at the Broken Pass Research Center. Sirens One and Two pursuing.”
“Roger that, Sirens Five and Three holding perimeter.” Corporal Roxanne Bailey reported from the vehicles behind them.
“Roger that, Siren Six standing by.” Petty Officer Lin Su “Pinpoint” Ki checked in from her sniper nest in the rocks above the facility.
“Siren Four standing by.” Petty Officer Jennifer Moriarty’s voice came through the radio with a subtle hint of giggling excitement. Hermione rolled her eyes while Dunwoody grinned.
“Siren Seven standing by. Drone in the air for overhead visuals.” Airman Marisol Gomez’s soft response completed the team’s check in.
“Copy that. Eagle Militia firing on guards. Siren One will take out ground forces at facility. Sirens Five and Three, hold perimeter. Don’t let anyone out. Let’s keep this contained at the lab.” Hermione barked the orders as she roared after the armored vehicle heading for the building. “Non-lethal force if possible, but don’t let those bastards get out.”
“Roger that.”
The rest of the hillbilly brigade fanned out to deal with the guards, but she powered through to the facility where the armored vehicle slammed through the front glass doors. Hermione growled and jerked the wheel of their truck, skidding to a stop. She shared a look with Dunwoody before they both headed into the fray.
This is fuckin’ insane.
Not only did they have to watch for the homegrown terrorists, they also had to avoid the guards. Her team wasn’t dressed like Special Operators, so the guards wouldn’t know who they were any more than the good ole boys. And the good ole boys weren’t holding back. Already, several of the guards were down and she didn’t think they were unconscious.
“Take down as many as you can. I’m headed around the front to keep them from getting inside.”
“Roger that.” Dunwoody pulled her sidearm, the weapon looking incongruent against her turquoise fingerless gloves.
Shouts and screams of pain sounded around them as they split up. Hermione used the military vehicle to slip inside the building. A few random shots sounded down the hallways, but the lobby was clear. Shit, where the hell is the front guard? More than likely, he was down behind the desk.
Someone grabbed her as one of the good ole boys came in behind her. “What the hell are you doin’ here?”
She didn’t bother to answer as she swung around and punched him in the throat. His eyes bulged and he gurgled as he dropped back. She pulled him into a headlock and eased him to the floor as she cut off his air. She scanned the rest of the room as she released him and the elevators dinged open. The front guard stepped out and looked around with an air of calculation.
Dammit, the bastard’s an inside man.
She rose and sprinted toward him, planning to use her momentum to take him down. But he saw her at the last moment, his eyes opening wide as he stepped back into the elevator car. The doors started to close, and she sucked in her gut and turned sideways to slide between the closing doors.
“What the fuck!”
He tried to pull his sidearm, but she slammed her fist into his bicep and an elbow to his gut. He bent at the waist, and she finished him off with a crack to the back of his skull. He crumbled at her feet as the elevator descended.
She leaned against the car’s wall and breathed as she tapped her ear. “Sirens, report.”
Garbled voices and static filled her ear.
“Dunwoody?”
Only static remained.
Fuck. Given how insulated some of labs were according to the architectural plans they’d seen, there was no way radio waves would make it down there.
This isn’t Star Trek where they can beam shit from place to place. 
Yanking out zip ties, she secured the guard’s hands and feet so she wouldn’t have to worry about him coming after her. The elevator came to a stop on the basement floor, and she braced herself for whoever she’d meet. She held her hands up as the doors opened, thinking, I come in peace.
No one stood on the other side. She let out a breath she hadn’t remembered holding and peeked around the doors to be sure there were no adversaries waiting for her.
Electricity flickered and crackled down the hallway somewhere, but there was no human movement that she could hear. She tapped her ear again, but only static met her comms check. Sonuvaprick! For now, she was on her own. Fortunately, her specialty was navigation and direction. Even underground, she knew which direction was north and roughly how much square footage the building covered.
Purloining the guard’s sidearm, a very nice Sig Sauer that didn’t look standard issue, she checked the magazine and chambered a round. Then used her knuckle to press the L button on the elevator and sent the guard back to his post. If he was the inside man, he wouldn’t be useful for a while.
Hermione scanned the corridor, taking in the glass windows of the various labs. None of them looked like the venom lab. She frowned and dug out the map she’d stuffed into her jacket pocket. According to the lab layout, the lab she was looking for should have been the third door down to the right, on the left-hand side.
She shoved the map away and thumbed off the safety on the Sig before making her way down the corridor between the rooms. She peered into each, looking for people, but no one seemed to be anywhere down there. Had they all gotten out ahead of the terrorists’ attack?
She frowned. That didn’t make sense. No one knew it was coming. Did they?
Unless there’s more than one inside man.
She reached the door marked as the venom lab on her map and tested the door. It opened on silent hinges to a room with counters and cabinets, but it was full of boxes and discarded equipment stacked on shelves. A layer of dust covered the nearby surfaces and appeared unused for a while.
What the hell? What had happened to the venom lab?
She switched off the light and closed the door, trying to discern where all the lab personnel had gone. The electricity flickered again, and she heard whispers coming from around the corner. According to her map, that was where the break room and restrooms were located. She moved silently toward the sounds, keeping an eye on where she’d been to make sure no one ambushed her.
Crouching beside the break room door, she took a deep breath and pushed it open.
“Christ on a cracker!” A white male dressed in a lab coat with pimples and thick glasses lurched backwards, his arms windmilling as he lost his balance. An Asian woman in another lab coat with bobbed hair steadied him. “Who the hell are you?”
Hermione tabbed the safety on her weapon and shoved it into the back of her jeans. “Captain Hermione Wilcox, U.S. Army retired. I’m looking for Dr. Chester Martell. Is he in here with you?”
A white woman with pale blonde hair and a nose ring shook her head. “No, he hasn’t been here for over a month. He was moved, but we don’t know where. Why? What’s happened?”
Hermione resisted the urge to grimace. Fuck, the intel they had was well over a month old. How the hell had that happened? She shoved the frustration away and looked for a solution.
“A domestic terrorist group, the Eagle Militia, has attacked the research campus and they’re setting up camp here until they get what they want.”
“And what do they want?” The guy with the pimples shot a look out the door to the hallway beyond.
“Like me, they’re looking for Dr. Martell.”
“I told you, we don’t know where he is.” The blonde swallowed hard and looked nervously at the others. Something about her made Hermione suspect she was hiding something, but at the moment it seemed moot until she found Dr. Martell.
“You must have a directory or a log of lab locations, right?”
The Asian woman nodded. “Yeah, of course, but it’s on the computers and everything shut down when the power went out.”
Hermione raised her eyebrows. “Don’t you know the different buildings of your research campus?”
The lab techs shook their heads, and she wondered how so many smart and observant people could be so unobservant.
“Then a lot more people are gonna get hurt unless you help me find him first.” She sighed and grabbed a piece of paper lying on a nearby table. “Anyone got a pen?”
Pimples handed her one from his breast pocket.
“Thanks. From what I saw of the original map, there are a total of six buildings on this campus, spread out like this.” She drew an oval-shaped wagon wheel with a central hub representing a fountain and six rectangles for the buildings. “We’re here in the main building. The Eagle Militia has occupied the upper floor and bombed or disabled the elevator. You say Dr. Martell’s lab has been moved. Anyone have any idea into which building it was moved?”
Everyone shook their heads, but Pimples shot a look at the white blonde. “Didn’t he come in this morning to visit you, Dr. Miller? I thought I saw him talking to you.”
Hermione swung her gaze to look at Dr. Miller. “He was here this morning talking to you?”
“Uh, well, yes. He might’ve stopped by.”
Hermione didn’t care for the hedging. “Since you know him so well, perhaps you know which building they moved his lab into?”
“I didn’t say I knew him well, just that he might have been here today.”
“Uh-huh, so where did he go from here?”
“I saw him head down the hallway toward the tunnels.” The Asian woman pointed toward the end of the building where the venom lab should be.
The sound of a flushing toilet came through the walls and someone walked into the break room. Hermione whirled with the Sig in her hands pointed toward the door.
“Whoa!” The guy in a guard’s uniform stopped short and held up his hands. “Who the hell are you?”
“Captain Wilcox, US Army retired. Who are you?” Her weapon never wavered.
“Anderson, Jeff. Guard for Building One, lower level. I need to see some ID.”
Hermione nodded and lowered her weapon. “I was undercover when the Eagle Militia hit the front gates, but I’m going for my ID now.” She switched the Sig to her non-dominant hand and reached into the inside breast pocket of her windbreaker and pulled out her Sirens, Inc. badge.
Moriarty had made them to look like a shield because most people wouldn’t fight against an official-looking badge. They were about as official as a costume tin star, but when she showed it to the guard and the scientists around her, they all relaxed. Except Dr. Miller. Her jaw tightened, and her shoulders grew even more taut.
Interesting.
“Where were you stationed this morning?” She tucked the badge away and shoved her weapon into the back of her waistband.
“I normally sit at the tunnel entrance.” He pointed toward the old venom lab. “You said the Eagle Militia hit the front gates. Of the research campus? Why would they do that, Captain?”
She scanned the faces of the assembled scientists. “We got intel that the Eagle Militia was going to hit this research center, and I was sent in to get Dr. Martell out. But I have to find him before they do.”
“Dr. Chester Martell?” The guard raised his eyebrows. “He was here this morning and left the building through my entrance at 0735. He took the tunnel to Building 2 so I assume his lab is there.”
“He could have a lab in one of the other buildings,” Pimples ventured.
The guard shook his head. “Then he would’ve gone out the entrance beside the elevators or the other end.”
“How many tunnels for each building?” The Asian woman frowned as she pointed at the forgotten map on the table, and Hermione raised her eyebrows. How did the scientists know so little about their campus?
“Three per building. Twelve in total. The tunnels beside the elevators lead to the central hub under the fountain in the courtyard. There are six spokes to the buildings from there.” Jeff the guard pointed them out on her hand-drawn map. “And each building is connected on either end with tunnels to the next building.”
“Show me which way Dr. Martell went.” Hermione rotated the map so she could see clearly.
“He took the tunnel to Building Two from this end, which is down the hall toward the storage room.” Jeff pointed back the way she’d come. “My guess is his lab’s in Building Two.”
“How long is the tunnel?” She folded the paper map up and shoved it in the thigh pocket of her high-performance leggings. “And are they heated?”
“The tunnels between buildings are a hundred yards long and the only heat is from the ground insulation and the hot water pipes in the ceiling. They keep the ambient temperature about sixty degrees.”
“Any lights along the way?”
“Just service lights.”
“They’re solar charged, though.” The Asian woman found a tentative smile. “It was a big deal when they put them in because they had the newest batteries to keep them going all night.”
“Good to know.” Hermione nodded as she focused on Jeff. “Are there guards at every entry point?”
He nodded. “There should be. If there’s not, something’s wrong.”
“What kind of weapons have the guards been issued?”
“Each guard has a 9 mm handgun, but they have access to rifles in a lockbox at their stations.”
“Semi-automatic or single shot?”
“Semi-automatic.”
Hermione whistled. “You aren’t fooling around down here, are you?”
“No, ma’am.”
“Do the guards have a special frequency to share information between buildings?” She led the guard back out of the break room. Her gut said she didn’t want the scientists in the room to know about the guards’ protocols, and she definitely wasn’t interested in a firefight with them.
“Yeah, channel two.” He held up his walkie talkie as he followed her toward the tunnel doors.
“Good to know. What if the radios break down? How do you identify friendlies in the tunnels?”
Jeff shot a look back toward the break room. None of the scientists had followed and his shoulders relaxed.
“Passwords vary, but the one between this building and Building Two is ‘Trebuchet’.”
Hermione snorted. “Trebuchet? Like the medieval war machine?”
He grinned. “Yes, ma’am. Figured it wouldn’t be something we’d say underground unless it was intentional.”
Heh, helluva safe word.
“Roger that.” She checked all her weapons and gear before she pushed open the tunnel door. “The lights are still on so no one has cut the power. Pay attention to what’s coming through the comms and stay safe.”
“Yes, ma’am. We will.”
“Bring the guard in Building Two up to speed after I’m through the tunnel. I’ll have him message you.”
“Very good, ma’am. Good luck.”
She wanted to say, no luck involved, just pure skill. But she didn’t need to give away just how capable she was to anyone in this compound.
“Thank you, Anderson.”
She waved and let the door shut behind her. The tunnel remained lit all the way down to its far end, and she breathed a sigh of relief. At least she wouldn’t be stuck in the dark. She just hoped the terrorists hadn’t infiltrated Building Two yet as she set off.






  
  Chapter Three


Chester heard shouts and watched as security ran past his lab just as he finished inputting his latest results from the new batch of antivenom tests. He’d been working on finding a way to make antivenom more universal and therefore less expensive. But his tests showed his latest tweaks wouldn’t even mitigate the effects of the King Brown snake venom by itself. 
He made a note in his data file and saved it just as the door to the lab burst open and Tessa growled, “Save your work and lock your computers. The research campus is under attack from domestic terrorists.”
“What?” He blinked. Had she said ‘under attack’?
“Save your work, Dr. Martell, and lock your data in the safe. We have domestic terrorists on campus.”
He swallowed hard and hurried to follow orders as she closed the door and headed for the next lab.
Yesterday would’ve been a good day to do a backup.
Not that he hadn’t backed up his work, but his latest tests weren’t there.
Not that they were successful.
But the failures were just as valuable as the successes in his business. He clicked on the results and saved them to the stand-alone hard drive before shutting down his laptop and locking it and the drive in the biometric safe at the back of the lab.
Dr.s Ani Madigan and Richard Bridgewater both scrambled to do the same as they all collected their notes and shoved them in locked drawers. At the last moment, they all remembered to lock away their toxic substances in the biohazard refrigeration unit.
“What do we do if they get inside?” Madigan asked as she removed her biohazard suit, stealing looks out at the hallway.
“Don’t be ridiculous, Ani. They won’t get inside. They’ll be put down in a matter of hours. The guards will see to that.” Richard flipped off the lights and pulled out his phone as he looked down his nose at their colleague.
“It’s Dr. Madigan, Richy, and I don’t think the guards can stop a hoard of terrorists with automatic weapons.” Madigan scowled at the older man.
“You’ve been watching too many action movies. There isn’t a lone hero that can do more than the guards and cops can.” Richard’s voice held disdain, both for Madigan’s correction and her worries, but Chester agreed with her concerns.
“I don’t know. Do you remember the insurrection that hit the Capitol building in DC last year? That mob of terrorists overwhelmed the cops and broke in. They didn’t even have automatic weapons. They could do that here, and we don’t have nearly the security the Capitol building does.” Chester sank down out of sight of the front windows. “If Tessa is warning us, there could be a real problem.”
“It’s probably just an authentic-seeming drill. Nothing to worry about. See? Nothing on the internet about it.” Richard held up his phone. “I’m sure the press would’ve gotten wind of it if it was a real thing.”
Before Chester could say anything, shouts and automatic gunfire sounded outside the lab. Richard’s eyes widened, and he put down the phone just as the windows exploded from a hail of bullets sprayed along the hallway. More screams and shouts came from outside the lab as more windows shattered. Richard squeaked and scurried for the wall farthest away from the front hall. Chester ducked down behind the central work table and held his breath.
What the hell was going on? Why would homegrown terrorists attack the research campus? It wasn’t like they’d just gotten new contracts from the U.S. government and nothing from the DoD that he was aware of.
More gunfire and shouts echoed around them until he ducked his head, slapped his hands over his ears, and closed his eyes. He’d always been a geek and a nerd, someone who wasn’t interested in war games or sports. He did like working out because it was a good way to turn his mind off, counting the repetitions that strengthened his body. But he’d never found pleasure in working with weapons or complex machinery. That’s why he had a mechanic for his car, a plumber for his pipes, an electrician for the wiring, a carpenter for renovations. When he needed something done, he paid experts.
“Please let it be over soon.” He whispered the words like a prayer as the violence continued until a door slammed and silence filled the underground labs.
Chester opened his eyes and shot a look toward Dr. Madigan across the lab.
“Is it over? Are they gone?” She whispered the words across the space.
“I don’t know.” He rotated his hips and got to his knees, peering over the top of the worktable. “I can’t see anything, but the shooting seems to have stopped.”
“Do you think anyone was hurt?” Madigan’s face blanched white under her tan.
“With that kind of gunfire, your guess is as good as mine. I’m going to go check.”
He used the table to push to his feet, but paused and listened for anything coming from outside the lab. He didn’t hear anything, but he hoped that meant the guards had stopped the assault and the attackers were dead.
Could mean the guards are dead, too, dumbass.
He swallowed hard and picked his way through the broken glass to the door, trying not to step on any. All the other windows had been shot out, but the door’s window miraculously survived. He pressed the handle down and pushed the door open just enough to peek through the crack.
More glass and plaster lay strewn about the hallway and a couple of the fluorescent lights flickered while their covers hung from the ceiling in broken disarray. Chester swallowed hard and pushed the door open to stick his
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