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      This book is recommended for mature readers due to adult content, graphic scenes and inappropriate language.

      For the best reading experience, please see below for the order of books in this series:

      

      Clan of the Woodlands:

      #1 The Bastard

      #2 The Innocent

      #3 The Chieftain

      #4 The Jerk

      #5 The Husband
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        … somewhere outside the District’s gate

      

      

      
        
        Adair

      

      

      Trails of old heat drifted from the black soil surrounding us, fine particles of ash swirling around at each step we took. Wherever the pastor was, it wasn’t here.

      The dead, white embers clung to West’s dark skin and left his face speckled-looking in the cold light of my headlamp.

      “I still don’t get why you made us walk down here.” He pushed two fingers into the collar of his jacket and rubbed the area along his neckline. “You said Rowan wants the scouts to observe from the tree-line. If someone spots us out here, there’s no cover left to hide.”

      A few trees had remained, their trunks covered in a black crust at the bottom which turned from gray to white the farther up my eyes went.

      Their needles had either gone up in flames or hung curled from blackened twigs. Branches loomed over us, naked and weak, threatening to fall and deal concussions at any moment now. The wind remained still, yet the trees creaked and moaned.

      I walked to the center of the smoldered area and placed my hand on the small boulder. Still warm. “Because all we can see from the forest is a big, burned area. The satellite photos showed us that much already. I’m not leaving here until we found pastor William or at least a clue.”

      “Well, there’s no damn pastor here I can tell you that. What exactly are we looking for, then?”

      I shoved the ash around with the flat of my boots. The little flakes roiled into the night, soon chaffing the skin along my collar and arms. “Pots and pans. Parts of a tent, silverware, or water containers. Anything made of iron, aluminum, silver, so go tell Glenn to get the detector out, or it’ll take us forever. We need to be out of here before the sun comes up.”

      “I’m on it,” he said and walked over to the other scout.

      They began hovering the metal detector from left to right across the ground, the static rustle sending shivers down my sweaty spine. A dark feeling brooded over this area, sustained by the sulfurous odor which clung to the damp, caked ash.

      I pointed to the area behind them. “Check close to the trees as well. If someone had a camp here, it should’ve been over there.”

      I walked the range in a spiral starting from the center, leaving behind walls of soil and ash as I shoved my feet through the layers.

      A hollow thump crept into my ears, and the tip of my boot excavated a long branch. It rose and stood there in all its length for the fraction of a second, dusted gray and frail-looking, then fell back into the ash.

      A flicker of my headlamp stroked its surface, sending the pit of my stomach into a twitch. The more I stared at it, the more this thing turned from powder-gray to off-white, with rounded parts at the edges. It almost appeared as if it belonged to something, like a key which joined into a lock we hadn’t found yet. No branch ever did that.

      I kneeled down beside the object but didn’t dare to pick it up. With a rag from my backpack, I rubbed the surface off the ash, and tiny pores came into view. The more I cleaned it, the more bile pushed onto the back of my tongue, turning my mouth bitter and my mood black.

      A loud beep ripped my eyes off it and let them dart to Glenn and West, who had stopped in their tracks to let their fingers rake through the ground.

      “We got something.” West shoveled soil back and forth, then rubbed his fingers against each other. “Looks silver like a coin or, no…”

      “What is it?”

      His moonlit outline held something in the palm of his hand, my headlamp doing little to offer more clues. Glenn leaned over his shoulder, cocking his head from one side to the other, both their eyes examining their find.

      “A small cross,” West said.

      “For a necklace or bracelet,” Glenn added. “Look! It had that small loop down there for a chain or thin rope.”

      “Bring that thing over here.” I pushed myself up, my knees weaker than I liked. “I found something as well.”

      They stood and walked over to me, their eyes still glued to the tiny, silver object. West stretched out his palm, and I took the cross between my fingers, fully intact but with streaks of deep copper and emerald blotching the surface.

      “You think it belonged to the pastor?” West asked. “This is a Christian cross, isn’t it? Didn’t you say pastors are Christians?”

      “Yeah. But that doesn’t mean it belonged to him. Max should be able to confirm if this was his or not. Put it in a bag and make sure you won’t lose it.”

      “Maybe a fire broke out, and he had to leave in a hurry and dropped it? Why else would he leave it behind?” Glenn asked.

      “I’m not so sure he left this behind.” I pointed at the dug-up object next to me on the ground. “And there’s a chance it belonged to someone else.”

      West’s headlamp touched the porous surface, now all the more revealing what it truly was. He shuffled back a step, his eyes bulging from their sockets. “Is that a bone?”

      I grabbed in front of my chest and pulled the gun from my holster, then kneeled down once more and turned the bone around with its barrel. “Uh-huh. A femur, to be precise.”

      “The pastors?”

      “I doubt it, but it’s definitely from an adult. The joint circumference is rather small compared to the length. And the angle tells me this belonged to a woman.”

      “Are you sure?” Glenn asked.

      “No.” I flipped my backpack onto my chest, rested it on my thigh, and pulled out one of the shirts I brought with me, just in case. I picked up the bone between the fabric and wrapped it tight before I carefully placed it in the big compartment. “That’s what I remember from my human anatomy class, but it’s been a while. Hazel should be able to tell us if it belonged to a female, or if it might be pastor William’s.”

      Glenn flung a hand onto his mouth and turned away, but there was no hiding how he suppressed that one swallow which would send him barfing all over the place. In the end, it pushed over the rims, and he ran toward the trees, pieces of undigested dinner dripping from his fingers.

      West lowered his face, the way he sucked in his cheeks the only visible thing remaining. “An accident, perhaps?”

      “In an open area like this?” My shaky voice lent itself as the prequel of a sad truth. “This was a big fire, but not big enough to burn a corpse down to the bone. No, considering how much fuel it takes to keep that much heat up, I can tell you this wasn’t an accident. Someone helped.”

      “The council?”

      “Anything could have happened here. Get Glenn some water so he can clean himself up. We can’t go back until we have more clues.”

      I continued on my spiral path, each step turning the air inside my lungs dry, and depleted by whatever fire had raged here only a few days ago.

      This place made the hairs along my arms stand up straight as any fresh battlefield would, but it looked nothing like it and lacked the smell of iron and the blood nourishing the soil.

      There were no signs of struggle. No bullets in the trees or dull blades frozen into the ground.

      Just silence.

      And a darkness looming over the area which spread even farther than the burnt borders, the bit of wind we had whistling through the few branches, with no shrubbery left to tame it.

      “Did we bring shovels?” I shouted over to the scouts and tracked the ground for hints.

      Disturbed soil.

      Traces of digging.

      Anything.

      “Nope,” Glenn responded, still holding one hand close to his mouth as if the nausea hadn’t receded yet. A clear indicator he might stay on as a scout for life.

      Reality quickly caught up with everyone who ventured beyond the territory of our Clan — not everyone could stomach it.

      “I should have thought of that,” I said. “Why would there be a single bone in the center? Where is the rest of whoever this person was?”

      Glenn looked up from the display of the metal detector and gave a loaded cough. “You don’t think someone ate this lady, do you?”

      “Nah, I never heard of anything like that happening. We have a lack of women, man, not a lack of food.”

      He repeatedly nodded as if the movement reassured and calmed him at the same time. “Right. Good. It’s good you never heard of anything like that before.”

      “How’s it looking over there by the trees? Nothing else other than the cross?”

      “Nada,” West said, lazily pushing his boots across the surface as if he had no intention of finding anything else. I couldn’t blame him. “Chieftain Rowan should send some fighters down here and —”

      “Shut up,” I said and pointed at the dirt. “Down. Down. Everyone down. Flat on the ground. Lights out!”

      The rapid movement sent a swirl of ash into my eyes, turning the scheme of a vehicle into nothing but a moving shadow.

      “Who’s got the Pathfinder?” I asked.

      “I got it,” came back from West.

      “Vehicle ahead one-o’clock. Tell me what you see.”

      “Ehh…” He fumbled through his gear. “A truck.”

      “I know that, shithead. What kind? Got a grill guard or anything on top? What’s the model?”

      “It’s got a flatbed, but no grill in the front and nothing on top. Looks like a Sierra to me but I could be wrong. They’re slowing down.”

      With each mile the truck slowed, my pulse picked up twice the speed and pumped adrenaline through my veins. Nobody wanted to see a vehicle out here, but especially not one that was slowing down.

      “Nobody moves an inch. How many hours of weapon training did you get?”

      “Forty-two,” West said.

      Glenn released a deep sigh. “Eleven.”

      I almost laughed at Glenn’s number. Then the truck came to a full stop less than nine-hundred feet in front of us, and my heart boomed away in my ears.

      “Pull back low crawl,” it burst out of me. “Keep your heads down and shut up.”

      I shoved myself back over the ground, keeping my limbs low and my head even lower. Layers of ash rode up against the hem of my jacket. They spilled over the threads and rubbed themselves onto my stomach, covering my skin in what might have been someone’s hair, or shirt or flesh at some point.

      “What now?” Glenn whispered from somewhere behind me.

      “Sh.” I jerked my arm around and fanned my hand over the ground, gesturing him to keep down.

      A breeze carried over their voices as they left their vehicle, too far to be distinguishable, but too close for me to ignore how my limbs turned bloodless and numb. They must have seen us, or they wouldn’t have stopped.

      They brought out a floodlight and hooked it to the side of the door, the bright cone searching the ground in front of us. I glanced over my shoulder. Our truck stood right there, less than thirty feet behind the burnt trees. As soon as their light strayed the rims, we would be exposed.

      “Truck,” I whispered and gestured my hand in a circular motion. “Go around and get in the truck. Stay down.”

      We continued our retreat, but the floodlight inched up on us with each sway it took. Deep-chested laughs hollered our way, only overwhelmed by the blasting music they had turned on.

      I dug my hands into the dirt and fell back by another few inches, my stomach dragging over grit and what must have been a smooth rock. It pressed cold against my naked skin, driving a shudder deep into my core.

      Then it cut me.

      I pressed my mouth onto my sleeve and hollered a “Fuck me!” into the thick layers of fabric.

      “What the hell happened?” West whispered, and both scouts halted their movements.

      “Something cut me.” I lifted my weight off the wound and let my hand wander down my torso, my fingertips soon touching the slippery layer of blood.

      “How bad is it?” Glenn asked.

      I lifted my stomach off the ground some more and gazed down at myself. “Hard to say. I don’t think the cut is very big, but that motherfucker got in deep. Keep backing up and wait in the truck for me. Don’t start the engine until I tell you and get your weapons ready.”

      The sound of their bodies chaffing the ground told me they had set back into motion. Whatever sharp corner protruded from the rock seemed hooked into my skin. With each breath I took, the grit and ash inside the wound sent a burning sensation along the side of my body.

      I let my hand search for the rock, placed my palm over it, and sent my fingers out to find the sharp culprit. They wandered over a smooth surface and met the occasional groove, one of them letting the flesh of my fingertip sink in like a mold.

      Three seconds later, my thumb found the offender. A pointy end pressed into my fingertip, almost like a shard. I traced along the knifelike edge.

      Then my thumb disappeared inside the rock.

      The darkness which had loomed over this area crept under my skin and paralyzed my body.

      Panic choked my breath.

      With my hand resting on the object so it couldn’t cut me again I crawled back, my head a bit too high and my limbs a bit too shaky.

      And there in front of me, underneath my palm, rested a skull so small, my hand enclosed it almost entirely.

      It hadn’t been there before, but my body dragging across the ground must have revealed it. The foreboding silence around us wormed itself into my ears, making the whistles of the wind and the moans of the trees fade into a different reality.

      The moonlight barely touched its razor-sharp edges, almost as if the rays knew better than me and avoided being cut. Blunt force had left a jagged hole behind, hairline cracks spreading from it all over the skull.

      Nausea swept up from my stomach. A few days ago, I might have stroked the hair of a boy. Now my thumb rested inside his head.

      Panic tugged on my legs and arms, and I wiggled myself back until the sole of my boot hit against the rim of our truck.

      Light touched my fingertips.

      A shout hollered from twelve-o’clock.

      “Start the truck,” I yelled and pushed myself up on all fours.

      No need for hiding anymore.

      My knees buckled underneath me. First one, then the other. The engine roared up right beside me. I pulled myself up on the hood and dragged my paralyzed body around it.

      Shouts grew louder, and the floodlight blinded my eyes. A hand pulled me into the truck and pushed me onto the passenger seat, then the tires spun on the slick ash for a moment before our truck set into motion.

      West turned our truck around and stepped on the gas, his gun resting on his left leg which he bounced up and down in a fast jitter.

      A shot fired.

      Less than a second later, the rear window of our cabin crumbled into tiny shards.

      “Heads down,” I yelled.

      Glenn rolled himself into the foot space, his head cradled underneath his arms. I grabbed my gun, turned around onto my knees, and fired three shots through our broken rear window.

      If I hit anything, I couldn’t tell. Most likely not, because their truck had quickly caught up with us, and its lights illuminated our cabin.

      “Turn around,” I shouted at West. “You’re driving toward the District’s gate.”

      West made a turn which scrambled me against my door and made Glenn cry out in panic. The moment we headed north, the cabin turned pitch black once more.

      “They stopped,” West said, the reflection of his eyeballs in the rear mirror the only speck of white.

      Their truck grew smaller behind us, until the only thing left to see were their headlights, turning on and off, sending alternating flashes of light. Short, short, short. Long. Long, long, long. Short. Long, Long. Then short.
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        The Woodlands

      

      

      
        
        Ruth

      

      

      The door fell into the lock and woke me. A whiff of beard wax spread across the room, like honey and green tea, telling me Adair had returned. A recording of someone’s wedding still played on the TV in front of me, and I pulled the black fleece blanket over my shoulder.

      “You’re back,” I mumbled, my eyes still heavy with sleep.

      Adair’s feet shuffled over the living room floor as he stomped out of his boots and unzipped his jacket.

      “You fell to sleep on the couch again?” he asked. “Don’t come complaining later when you have back pain.”

      I snuggled my face into the soft pillow. “How was it? Did you bring Max’s dad with you?”

      No answer came.

      I pushed myself up and wiggled out of the blanket, which fell to the ground. A grayish mud had soaked the hem of his sweater, tinted with red on one side of his stomach.

      Shivers crept up my legs.

      “You’re bleeding!”

      I hurried over and let my hand dart for him.

      “Don’t.” He took a step back. “It’s just a scratch. I’ll go take a shower and clean it out.”

      “That needs proper sterilizing, Adair, or all those bacteria will cause an infection.”

      He gave a scoff and let his gaze flick upward. “I don’t need you to tell me what bacteria can do, considering I breed them down at the lab once a week.”

      “Wow, what happened out there that made you so grumpy?”

      “First, it’s none of your business. Second, I’m not grumpy. I was out all night, and I am tired and drained. Third, it’s none of your business.”

      His shoulders slumped as if he offered it as an apology without having to say the words. A gray-purple haze layered underneath his eyes.

      “Where’s Hazel?” he asked.

      “Left early. You should let her check if this needs stitching once she’s back.”

      “She left you alone?” He shook his head. “Shouldn’t have done that.”

      “Well, neither should you.”

      I grabbed the blanket from the couch, folded it, and placed it against the armrest.

      Adair raised his strong arms behind his neck and closed his eyes for a moment. Then he looked down at himself and lifted the bottom of his shirt, revealing a deep puncture wound right next to the small set of squares on his stomach.

      “What on earth did that?”

      His gaze seemed to drift out of focus. “A rock.”

      With each expansion of his chest and stomach, a small amount of blood-tinged fluid leaked from the gap, putting a twist in my guts.

      “Any signs of Max’s dad?” I asked once more and searched for his eyes.

      “No, but we found a couple of clues, and I already called River so we can get together later and discuss it.”

      His words had come out dense as if the exhaustion sitting around his puffy eyes had also settled on his voice.

      “If you take your shirt off, I can throw it into the soaking bucket with the other stuff,” I said, a tingling sensation radiating from my chest. “Your pants, too.”

      He quickly dropped his shirt, his furrowed brows scolding how I had caught a glimpse of his masculine body. A shallow laugh followed. “No thanks, I’d rather undress in the bathroom.”

      “Why? It’s not like you would be naked. Besides, I’ve seen naked men before.”

      “And did you stare at them, too?”

      “What?” Something inside me flinched as if I’d lost at a round of hide-and-seek.

      He took a step toward me, far away enough to keep him alive, but still close enough to make heat rise to my cheeks. His voice dropped to a husky whisper. “The last time I took my shirt off in front of you, you wouldn’t quit staring at me.”

      I shrugged. “So? What’s so wrong with me looking at you?”

      “It makes me uncomfortable,” he said and backed away from me once more.

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. It just does.”

      I stared into his light-blue eyes, one iris split in two by how a strand of his platinum blond hair had escaped the bun at the top of his head. “Maybe I liked what I saw.”

      He turned away and rubbed the center of his forehead as if warding off a headache. “I’m not in the mood for your games today, Ruth.”

      “What games?” I asked, forcing my voice into something innocent.

      “You know exactly what I mean.” He turned on his heel, marching straight for his room. “Sometimes I wonder what I ever did to you that you hate me so much.”

      I hurried behind him but stopped right at the door frame. “I don’t hate you. Why would you think that?”

      “Because you obviously want me to get in trouble. You’re teasing me all the fucking time ever since you got here. It might have been fun at first, but now it’s just exhausting me.”

      “Why?”

      “Why?” He flung his arms in front of his chest. “Because I’m here to protect you, and you’re teasing me with something I can’t have.”

      I took a deep breath and blurted the words out with as much determination as I could muster. “But what if you could?”

      The firm stance he took might have emanated confidence if it wasn’t for the way he kneaded his fingers inside his fists.

      There he stood in front of me, tall and muscular. Even covered in filth and blood, Adair had an intelligent and calm air around him.

      And there was something else he had. Something I wanted: an awareness and understanding of the attraction between a man and a woman.

      No matter how many books I had read about it, I still couldn’t grasp the concept. What if he could teach me?

      I shifted my weight toward him one, paced, deliberate inch at a time. “You know I’ve been off the water for quite some time now.”

      He straightened his posture, each of his slow, deep inhales rising his chest a bit higher now and letting it drop even deeper.

      His eyes wandered down the side of my neck and caressed my collarbone for a while, making the tingle inside my chest spread its roots to something deep-seated, then his eyes jumped back up. “And?”

      “Assuming I’ve developed needs that haven’t been there before…” I let my whisper trail off as if not telling the entire truth would somehow make it less real. But the way my body reacted now whenever Adair came around me was hard to ignore, and certainly couldn’t be camouflaged with silence.

      “And what needs might that be?” he asked with a low pitch.

      I allowed my eyes to trail across his broad chest. “More like curiosity, perhaps. Now that I’m here… there are things I want to understand.”

      He released a slow, deep moan and let his lips brush against each other. “And you want me to show you?”

      “Yes.”

      My heart clattered against my throat, and I feared he might hear it. No. I hoped he heard it, and would finally believe that I meant what I said.

      Heat grew from somewhere below my bellybutton and trailed down between my legs, unleashing a primal desire onto me I couldn’t control or otherwise satisfy. I had tried that on my own, but it did little to distract me from that one thing only a man might give me.

      He lowered himself down to me, his eyes stuck to my mouth. I did everything the old books and magazines had taught me. I cocked my head and revealed the side of my neck. I licked my lips. I readied my body to fall into his arms.

      “Oh, you are gooood,” he whispered. Then he shook his head, took a step back, and turned on his heel. “Damn you’re so good, I almost fell for it. You better don’t try that with another guy, or I swear not even I can protect you from him. Maybe you can rip those jokes with dudes from the Districts, but out here they will either get you raped or married.”

      He disappeared into his room, and I remained rooted. “But I don’t want to marry. I want —”

      “I already told you my room is off-limits to you,” he said, then he slammed the door in my face.

      The tingle inside me dissolved into nothing.

      This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. I betrayed the council. Infiltrated the people of the Districts. Fled my home. All to learn more about the nature of human procreation.

      Ayanna and Autumn had it make look so easy, but here I stood, with a door inches away from my nose.

      “Are you guys arguing again?” Hazel asked and placed a bag next to the coffee table, layers of snow slipping off her boots and onto the beige tile floor. “I went to the village and borrowed us the best movie. If we get Adair to tell us where he hides his dried seeds, maybe we could make it a movie morning with popcorn?”

      I looked down at my holo-band. “It’s not even eight yet.”

      “So? Everything goes on Sundays, right?” She walked up to me, gave a quick knock on Adair’s door and let her voice grow into a shout. “You up for a movie morning? They had the Marvel collection down at the village.”

      “Give me ten,” came back. “I gotta get a shower.”

      Hazel gave a pat on my shoulder. “Go check the cabinets in the kitchen for dried corn while I take my jacket off. This is going to be fun. Who knows if I’ll have the chance to do these kinds of things once I moved?”

      I nodded and strolled over to the kitchen, rummaging through shelves and opening flip-top lids. “He got injured, and I think you should check on it. It’s pretty deep, and I’d say it needs stitches.”

      She slipped out of her boots and hung her jacket by the wrought-iron wardrobe. “I’m sure he’ll tell me if it’s that bad. I met one scout on my way down. Apparently, things didn’t go as planned, and there’s no sign of pastor William.”

      “I feel sorry for Max, I can’t imagine what it is like to lose a parent.”

      “But you said your mother died.” She walked over and grabbed a large pot from the cabinet beneath the sink, placed it onto the stove and covered the bottom with a thick layer of oil.

      “Yeah, but I wasn’t even three yet when it happened. Not sure how conscious I was of it at the time.”

      “And your dad?”

      I flipped the top of one of the canisters open, looked inside, and handed it to Hazel. “Never met him. He was a donor.”

      “And the information is anonymous?”

      “No. But it’s not common for children to have a relationship with their donors. And we have men at our community homes who help raise the kids, so I never saw a need to get in touch with him.”

      She gave a deep sigh. “That’s sad. Family is everything to us, you know. Our dad was an asshole, but at least we got a chance to grow up with our parents for the majority of our childhood.” She hovered her hand inches above the oil. “I think it’s hot enough now. Do me a favor and pour in two handful. Make sure you spread it out evenly.”

      Doors opened and closed behind us as Adair left his room and went to get his shower. A few minutes later he came back out to corn popping against the metal lid, nothing but a towel wrapped around his waist and three bandaids covering his wound.

      “Ruth said it needs stitching?” Hazel asked.

      “Nah, this should do. I disinfected it as well.”

      The moment he caught my gaze trailing across his chest, he rolled his eyes and turned toward his room, his feet squeaking inside his shower shoes with each step he took.

      “You can start the movie if you want to. I’ll be there in two,” came from him, then he disappeared behind the door.

      “If I put butter on it,” Hazel said with a raised brow, “are you still going to eat it?”

      “Yeah. It’s the meat I can’t get used to.”

      “That’s because you’ve got it all wrong beyond that wall,” Adair said and walked up behind us.

      He had trimmed back the stray whiskers of his beard, the fruity scent of his wax once more filling the room along with traces of soap and iodine. Dressed in shorts and long sleeves, he pressed his hands onto the butcher block and leaned into the island.

      “Animal agriculture is harmful to the environment,” I said. “It requires deforestation and causes pollution.”

      “With that, I agree. But there’s lots in between large animal agriculture and not eating any meat at all. Our families only raise as much livestock as they need to substitute for whatever we couldn’t hunt.”

      Hazel picked up a huge bowl filled with popcorn and walked over to the couch. “Please don’t turn this into another Sunday with political debates. I just want a nice movie marathon.”

      Adair and I exchanged a quick smile and joined his sister. Hazel chaperoned in the middle with the bowl of popcorn on her lap, while Adair crossed his legs on top of the coffee table.

      We took turns grabbing handfuls of popcorn, the butter covering my hands in grease. At each kiss in the movies, my thoughts trailed to Adair who sat less than three feet away from me, yet entirely out of reach.

      Another kiss.

      Sweet nothings whispered into ears.

      I let my fingers dive into the bowl. Instead of popcorn, I found Adair’s hand, and two of our finger intertwined. An electrifying sensation shot along my arm and jumpstarted that desire inside of me once more. Our eyes locked.

      He leaned slightly forward and shook his head, his lips forming a rough-edged but silent STOP IT.

      I pulled my hand out and a fistful of popcorn along with it, crunching every single one of them down with such force, my gums ached. If Adair refused to help, then I needed to find someone else who would.

      “Adair, can you take me to the store tomorrow?” I asked.

      He didn’t turn to look at me. “Why?”

      “Because I’m getting cabin fever, and I want to browse what they got. Please?”

      “I can take you,” Hazel said.

      “No, I’ll do it.” Adair shoved in his seat. “Need to check in on some probes, anyway.”

      I gazed over to him once more and how he had crossed his arms in front of his chest now, as is my fingers had somehow spoiled the popcorn. His thumb rubbed against his index finger repeatedly.

      This village had almost two-hundred clansmen without a partner, and I got stuck with the one who refused to touch me.
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      Three women from the Districts joined our Clan. Three! And I got stuck with the crazy one.

      Now she paced back and forth the length of the lab’s workstation, her hand sliding along the countertops and jumping over the deep iron sinks.

      “Have you thought about making a brochure to point out the benefits of the program?” Ruth asked Max, who sat on his desk with one eye glued to a microscope.

      “Yeah,” he said, “but I worry nobody will read it unless Rowan publicly endorses it. Most people don’t seem interested in how their genetics are going to influence the health of a potential child with their partner.”

      The exchanger by the boarded window hummed a fresh breeze of air into the otherwise stagnant room, and a whiff of formaldehyde still clung to the walls.

      I placed the Petri dish back into the cooler and walked over to my whiteboard, adding to the formula I had started weeks ago.

      “Most of the villagers worry about where their dinner comes from and how many cords of wood they’ll need come winter, Max,” I said, pulled off my rubber gloves and dumped them in the yellow hazard bucket. “They won’t listen to scientific theories; only life-facts.”

      “Hey,” Ruth called out and waved her hand at me. “Why don’t you join his databank? You were part of the Newgenics program, right? I saw your profile once along with your hologram.”

      The black tip of my felt pen took a dive and scribbled a long, jagged line down the whiteboard. All the while, the blood sucked out of my limbs. “You saw my profile?”

      “Uh-huh. You’ve got great genetic material, and the people here respect you, don’ they? So why not let Max add you to his program and encourage others to do the same?”

      “No, thanks.”

      Max and Ruth exchanged a glance.

      “Why not? What’s the difference?”

      “Because here I still have the chance to find a wife one day, and I don’t want her to choose me because I’m approved breeding stock.”

      “Well…” she said but let her tight voice trail off. Then she tugged on her boring hair updo and shoved stray strands back into formation.

      No other words followed. Instead, she continued her pacing, and I was suddenly struck by how distant she had been all day.

      “How is the training going?” I asked Max, distracting myself from the fact that Ruth once had access to everything there was to know about me.

      “Hazel mentioned I’m learning fast. She even thinks I might be done sooner than needed and mentioned she could leave for the Clan of the Mountains earlier than planned.”

      “She said that?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Something cold swept through my chest, and I knew exactly where it came from. In less than six months, my sister would get married, leaving me behind. A twenty-nine-year-old guy with no wife, no kids, and no family left.

      For once, the thought of protecting Ruth offered some small comfort — even if the game she played exhausted me, and her flirting took every single fiber of self-control I had in me.

      I couldn’t help but stare at how my shaky hand rested pressed against the whiteboard. The same hand that had touched hers inside the popcorn bowl yesterday.

      She had no idea how my body reacted around her. Nor did she understand how much it took me not to act on it. But Rowan ordered me to protect her.

      Protect — such an honorable word to punch me in the balls like that. River might have been stupid enough to break the rules, but not me.

      Come to think; it kinda worked out well for him. My lungs struggled across my next breath. What if this wasn’t a game for her after all? What if she wanted me… or at least something of me?

      If that night out by the burn pit taught me anything, it was that life is short. Why not give in to her?

      No, no, no.

      Get a grip, Adair.

      I took a deep breath and put my felt-pen down. This was nothing but a silly game to her, and forgetting that, might cut my life even shorter.

      “Are you done?” she asked in a bored tone.

      “Yeah. Let me wash my hands, and then we can go to the store. I hate the smell of rubber on my skin.”

      Five minutes later we were out of the clinic and headed over to the village store, which was nothing more but a huge repurposed cargo trailer with squares cut out for windows. The moment I held the door open, and Ruth stepped inside; all eyes were on her.

      Some guys hid it well and stole glances over the edges of magazines or through a stack of canned pickles. Others gorged themselves on her, letting their stares slither across her breasts and down between her legs. Those were the ones I had to look out for.

      “Make it quick,” I said and pointed at the tackle in the back corner. “I’ll be over there and see if they got something new. Perhaps I’ll find gear for you, and we can take a trip to Wolf Lake for some ice fishing.”

      “I only want to look around a bit and see something else for a change. Perhaps they got coffee?”

      “I’ll ask Earl. Shout if you need me, or if any of these guys bother you, okay?”

      “Uh-huh,” she said and strolled off.

      Her hand darted for each can she came across on the crooked five-tiered shelves, the colonial red paint peeling in large flakes off the edges. She turned them around, squinted at each label as if deciphering them was a possibility, then placed them back in neat stacks.

      I walked over to Earl, the owner, who leaned against the counter, his eyes glued to Ruth.

      “She’s a pretty one, heh? Didn’t expect I’d ever get to see one of them Districts women at my old age. Never thought they’d look like one of ours either.”

      “Why wouldn’t she?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Guess I’m just a silly old man who can’t believe how many more women we got now. In my time, I would have done everything for a girl like her to choose me. She’d make a fine wife, heh?”

      I followed his gaze. Ruth didn’t want a husband; she had mentioned it many times.

      She stood in the corner by the wooden apple crate seemingly sniffing and taking in the scent of each one, indifferent about how every guy inside this building stared at her. I included.

      For most in here, her beauty came from her tits and the fact that she had a pussy between her legs. To me, it was all that, and the way she pushed her knees inside her nightgown when she watched a scary movie with us, or that she, indeed, sniffed on each fruit or veggie she came across.

      I pointed at the metal locker behind him. “Got any coffee grounds left in your treasure chest there?”

      “Ay. Got a pound left from the Districts, but it’ll cost’ ya.”

      He pulled a key chain from his belt, stretched his plum-shaped body as long as he could and unlocked the metal cage. Then he retrieved a dark green package, the corners banged up and held together with red electrical tape.

      “How much?” I asked.

      “Three-hundred.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “Three… Earl, that’s what I make in a month, man.”

      “What you want me to say, Adair? It’s my last bag. If you’re fancy enough to ask for coffee, you gotta pay up.”

      I let a tsk hiss from my tongue. “It’s not even for me. She asked for it.”

      He bounced his head from one side to the other as if weighing his options, then placed his hand onto the package of the world’s most expensive coffee. “You like the girl?”

      Yes. “She’s alright.”

      He shoved the package toward me. “Tell you what. You give me one-hundred, and it’s yours. For the lady. Because you like her and I want her to like you back.”

      “I didn’t bring that much,” I said and held out my hand. “How about I’ll leave you fifty and come back tomorrow with the rest. I promise I’m good for the money.”

      He grabbed for my hand and gave it a good shake. “I know you are, Adair. I know you are. Now get her that coffee before she likes that one over there better.”

      “Which one?”

      I swung around.

      Tension crawled up my spine and snaked into my arms at what I saw. A guy with the face of a mailbox leaned against the shelf, hands inside his pockets and a stupid smile on his muzzle. He stood about half a foot too close to her, but that wasn’t what pissed me off.

      Across from him stood Ruth, playfully tugging on the collar of her sweater and offering that fool her undivided attention. She reached her hand out for him several times, never touching him but still somehow encouraging him to inch closer. Something hot and toxic seeped into my veins and made me clench my fists.

      I fumbled a bunch of bills out my pocket, smashed them onto the counter, and grabbed the bag of coffee. Then I marched right over to them.

      “Is that guy bothering you?” I asked.

      She folded her arms and rubbed the base of her neck, a couple of um’s and uh’s spilling over the rim of her mouth. “He didn’t touch me or anything. Tarren and I just talked.”

      “Well, Tarren is standing a bit too close to you.” I pushed myself in front of him and threw the coffee onto the nearby shelf, my hands twitching and ready to throw a punch.

      “I don’t want any trouble, Adair,” Tarren said and backed up until he bumped into the shelf behind him, making a couple of soap bars fall to the ground and roll into hiding. “I had no clue you are her guard. She told me she needed a new one, and I figured I would —”

      “You told him what?” I asked and glanced over my shoulder, finding Ruth with her eyes staring at the ground, and her upper lip stuck between her teeth.

      “What are you getting at Tarren for?” a guy asked and stepped up beside us.

      “This woman is under my protection, and Tarren here was just a little too friendly with her. Not to mention a little too close.”

      Tarren swung up both palms. “Stay out of it, Ben. I didn’t do anything. She was the one who approached me, and I swear she flirted with me.”

      My heart pumped that toxic heat through my entire body now, and I wanted to punch him so bad. But I wanted to strangle her even more because I knew what Tarren said was most likely true.

      “Arrogant pricks,” Ben snarled. “Getting all the women because you’re on Rowan’s good side. How ’bout I send you to the ground and show that chieftain of yours what good a fighter I’d make? Maybe he’ll even give me a shot at this little doll.”

      “Come on, Ben, leave it be.” Tarren took a few steps to the side, his palms still up. “It’s not worth the trouble, man.”

      I slowly turned around and faced Ben. “He’s your chieftain, too.”

      His veins strained against the skin of his neck, and he spat over his shoulder. “Ay, the chieftain who fucks that traitor bitch of his.”

      “Shut up, Ben,” Earl shouted from behind his counter. “I won’t have you talk about our chieftain like that inside my store.”

      I held my hand out for Ruth and gestured her to grab it. The moment our fingers intertwined one massive pulse shot through my veins.

      “Turn around,” I said and shoved her into the corner behind me, then I fell into a wide stance and pumped up my chest.

      Ben took a step toward me, a dirty and mean smirk on his face. “Tell me, Adair, is she still tight down there like a young cunt?”

      An unchecked squirm went through my body.

      “I see,” he continued. “She didn’t let you yet. Guess River plays the game a lot better than you do.”

      He blocked my punch with his forearm. A sting burned my knuckles, and Ruth let out a frantic scream behind me. All around us, men hurried over, either cheering the fight with their hollers or trying to talk it down.

      Ben sent a high kick toward me, but I let my boot come down onto his ankle and brought him back to the ground.

      The room around me blurred, and a rush of adrenaline pumped into my limbs. The wound on my stomach ached each time I threw a punch or angled away from Ben’s, but I barely felt the pain. Ruth was the only thing that counted at that moment.

      I threw myself shoulder first against Ben, sending him into a stumble and a struggle for breath. The moment my fist came down on his neck sealed the outcome, and he tumbled heaving to the ground.

      “Enough!” Earl pushed himself through the crowd with short, hurried steps, his shotgun in his hand and pointing at everyone, then Ben. “Did he cut ‘ya? You’re bleeding, lad!”

      I looked down at myself and how the wound must have torn open once more, the dark blood slowly seeping through the fabric of my hoodie.

      Ben’s eyes rested on it as well, and that dirty smirk of his returned once more to his face. He pulled himself up on the shelf and rammed his elbow into my wound, sending a sting into my core that all but ripped the lungs from my chest.

      The shotgun cocked.

      “Get them away from each other already,” Earl shouted. “Someone take that bastard and bring him to the longhouse. Nothing but a troublemaker, starting a fight like that in front of a woman.”

      Two men grabbed Ben by his arms and dragged his exhausted body off. All the while, I struggled air back into my lungs to say the only thing that counted at the moment.

      I turned toward Ruth, who stood shaking in the corner. With one hand pressing onto my stomach, I emphasized each word: “A new guard?”

      “You need help getting her home, lad?” Earl asked, and the surrounding party broke up and left the store.

      “Oh, don’t worry, I’ll take care of her, I can guarantee you that.”

      I set into motion, each of my footsteps sending a vibration of excruciating pain into my body. Ruth followed in silence, her head low, and her eyebrows drawn.

      “Adair, your coffee,” Earl shouted behind me.

      “Keep it. And keep the money. I’m sorry for the damages.”

      Then I mumbled into my beard. “No coffee for this one.”
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      Adair’s angry stomps came down like earthquakes, and I worried the living room tiles might break underneath the force. He packed a punch against the door of his room, which fell open and crashed knob-first into the wall. Plaster dust fluttered into the air.

      “Get in there,” he snarled, his finger pointing like a dagger at the armchair by the window.

      “But your room is off-limits to me,” I said, my voice such a squeak, I sounded like a miniature version of myself.

      “If you think Hazel walking in might save you, then you’re wrong.”

      He gave me a fury-dripping look and stabbed the air with his finger once more, his lips pouting in a mix of pain and anger underneath his bunched-up beard.

      I walked to stand in the corner, my heavy arms dragging my shoulders toward the ground. To say it with the words of a clansman: I fucked up big time.

      “What is wrong with you?” He ripped the doorknob from the wall and a piece of it right with it, sending it slamming into its lock. “You put me in a fight. But what’s even worse, you put yourself in danger. A new guard? Really, Ruth?”

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “We only talked and —”

      “And then you mentioned casually how you need someone better than me? Why? Am I not good enough at keeping you safe?”

      Too good. “Of course you are, but —”

      “Did I ever treat you with anything but respect, or come too close to you?”

      I wish you had. “No, but —”

      “If we gave you the impression this Clan is safe, then I’m afraid you misunderstood.” He kicked his boots into the corner and threw his hands onto his forehead, acting as a curtain to the display of pain and disappointment on his face. “Rowan made it safer, yes, but young women still get assaulted, especially if they are as foolish as you. What did you want with that guy?”

      He gave me no chance to respond, but instead hasted toward me and built himself up inches away from me. “You could have gotten us killed if it wasn’t for the fact that we were inside the village. And the way you gazed up at him and laughed at his jokes…”

      A breath gulped through his throat, and he let himself fall back, bringing distance between us and something calmer onto his voice. “You’d flirt with any guy, wouldn’t you? Doesn’t matter if it’s me, or some fool inside a store.”

      The muscles around my chest clenched, and it dawned on me that Adair’s pride as a man might have ached more than the oozing wound on his stomach.

      I took a step toward him and pointed at it. “We need to stop the bleeding.”

      He hesitated for six of my ear-shattering heartbeats, then he grabbed the hem, pulled the thick fabric over his head and dropped it next to us on the ground. A fine mist of sweat had settled on his strong chest, which lifted in an irregular and pain-shaken pattern.

      “Will you let me clean it for you?” I asked.

      Wordless, he pointed at a little wire basket on his nightstand, packed with first-aid and wound care items.

      I brought it over and placed it down in front of him, then I kneeled down. His eyes wandered to the triangular, wooden box which hung above the fireplace, the white stripes yellowed and the blue faded.

      I grabbed the brown iodine bottle, stopping my other hand inches away from his skin. “Can you spread it open for me? I need to soak up the blood and sterilize it once more.”

      Two fingers wandered toward the wound, spreading it open less than an inch above the belt on his pants.

      I took some white dressing, bunched it up between my fingers and carefully worked it into the wound, making him flinch and moan. Once soaked, I pulled it back out, dropped it into the basket, and pumped the spray bottle twice.

      “Fuck!” he shouted and pulled his hand off the wound. “A warning would have been nice. It burns like a motherfucker.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t expect a clansman would fuss so much over a bit of iodine.”

      I inched my lips closer to his wound and breathed across it in gentle strokes.

      The rise and fall of his chest stalled, and he leaned his torso back slightly. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m blowing it. The sting will go away faster like that.”

      “Please get up. I don’t want you to blow me down there.” He bit his lips and scrunched up his nose. “I meant… I don’t want you to blow me anywhere.”

      “Because it’s so close to your penis?”

      He threw both palms onto his face and let one, long guttural moan vibrate through his hands. Once he dropped them by his sides again, he stared down at me, desperation written all over him.

      “What is it with you? I’m standing here, bleeding because of you, and you’re doing it again.” He picked up both hands, stiff and shaky, as if he considered wrapping them around my neck for a second. “I get this is amusing to you, but you can’t toy with us like that, just because the council didn’t let you play doctor when you were a toddler.”

      His words drove heat right into my cheeks. If I could have turned myself invisible, I would have, to escape the embarrassment that swept over me. Maybe if I had made myself clear, Adair wouldn’t have gotten hurt because of me.

      No matter how much I meant what I was about to say, my voice still wouldn’t dare to come out as more than a whisper. “I want you to touch me.”

      “Say what?”

      “Touch me. I want you to do it.”

      I gazed up at him and met his blue eyes, which stared back down at me, squinted as if they searched for the truth.

      “You don’t know what you’re saying.” He shook his head, grabbed me by my arms, and pulled me up. Then he took a step back. “Is this some sort of side-effect from coming off that water? Is anybody writing this shit down or at least tracking it?”

      “Let me close this for you.” I pointed at his stomach, leaned over and fumbled a stitch-band from the basket. “And it’s not a side effect.”

      He didn’t shrink back when my hands reached out for him, and applied the stitches across his wound, finishing it up with an extra-large band-aid on top to keep it all in place.

      “Do you want to touch me?” I asked him.

      He folded his arms in front of his chest and swung one hand up in a circular motion. “How about we rephrase that into something more general? Do I want to touch a woman? Of course, I do, what do you think?”

      “Why are you so surprised that I want to touch a man then, or want him to touch me back? It’s a natural desire, after all. Maybe I am a bit overwhelmed by it because it’s new to me, but that doesn’t make it any less real to me than it is to you.”

      “But you’re putting yourself in danger over it. You wanna tell me that’s normal?”

      “Only because you continue to refuse!” I shouted, my frustration over it now palpable on my tongue.

      “You meant it all this time…” His eyes darted between me and the door as if he expected someone to catch him in a moment of approaching weakness at any second now. “Are you sure this is what you want?”

      I walked up to him until my breasts felt the warmth emanating from his body. “Yes.”

      He lowered his head and let his face disappear along the side of my neck, his breath sending a shiver across my skin. “And you’ll stop this foolishness if I give you what you want?”

      “I promise.”

      A deep inhale staggered through his chest.

      Adair wrapped his hand around the back of my head and pulled me against him, the muscles on his chest strong yet somehow conforming to the shape of my body against his. His other hand folded around my waist where it gently wandered underneath my shirt and stroked my skin.

      My legs buckled beneath me, and the world threatened to give in as well, but I didn’t care. The heat I felt when I was near him now filled my core and poured in rapids all over my body, a feeling I had longed to experience for years. Now I understood better, but not all. Yet.

      “Kiss me,” I whispered.

      Our eyes locked and his pupils ping-ponged across my face as if they wanted to escape how I admired him but somehow couldn’t leave. He hesitated once more.

      One breath.

      Two breaths.

      Three breaths.

      Then he pressed his mouth onto mine, and I caressed his lips with my tongue and teeth, just like I read in all those books the council had burned most of years ago.

      “Ruth,” he whispered, followed by a moan that set his entire body into vibration. I let my hands fall onto his belt and search for the buckle, tugging and pulling and pushing until it opened and his pants dropped to his knees. Then he mumbled something I could barely understand, yet still made the blood in my veins freeze. “Stop…”

      “What?”

      “Stop it,” he whispered once more and pressed another kiss onto my mouth, then pulled away for good. “Stop it. What are you doing?”

      “I want you to touch me!”

      He angled his hips away from me as if there was a chance his erection had gone unnoticed, which strained each square inch of his briefs. “But I did touch you. That’s what you wanted, right? And now it’s done.”

      “But I want more,” I breathed.

      I let my fingers trail along the stray hairs below his bellybutton and lifted the waistband of his briefs.

      Fear paralyzed my bones, making me hesitate for a fraction of a breath. Was I ready to do this?

      Adair took the weight from the question off my mind. His hand wrapped around my wrist and pulled my arm back up. Then he looked me deep in the eyes and shook his head once more, confusion trembling his lips. “You need to stop before I lose control.”

      “What if I want you to lose control?”

      Breath burst in and out of him in short, rapid puffs. “I don’t understand. Is this another one of your games?”

      “I want you to sleep with me!”

      “No. No, no, no.” A smile came and went from his lips, and he swallowed hard. “You don’t understand what you’re asking for. Touching you like this is one thing, but having sex is an entirely different… if anybody finds out…”

      “Nobody has to find out.” I ripped my wrist from his hand and let it dive back down, this time running my palm over the fabric of his briefs and along his bulge. “We’ll keep it a secret. I swear. Please do this for me.”

      His shaft filled my hand and strained toward me.

      “Oh fuck,” he moaned. “You need to stop.”

      “I want you, Adair,” I whispered and tugged on his briefs. “I want to learn what it feels like to have you inside of me.”

      My clit throbbed between my legs, begging me to convince him, burning me up from the inside. I looked down between us, catching a glimpse of his erection which seemed so much bigger and alive than on drawings.

      No matter how fast I breathed, I couldn’t draw in the oxygen quicker than my despair depleted it. I didn’t know what to do but didn’t want to to do nothing either.

      At last, I wrapped my fingers around his penis. A deep groan came from deep within his chest. He rocked his hips, pushing his shaft through the opening I created and letting the tip of his penis shove against my shirt where he left behind little droplets.

      I jutted my chin toward it and searched for his eyes. “Did you ejaculate?”

      “You’re funny.” He gave a quiet laugh. “Not yet, but I’m damn close.”

      He wrapped his arms around my waist, lifted me up, and placed my legs around his hips. Shifting my weight to the left, I made sure not to put too much pressure on his wound. Three steps later, he pressed my back against the wall and planted fiery kisses along my neck.

      “Are you sure you want me?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I moaned.

      With little effort, he dropped me a bit deeper, grinding himself against my crotch. Delicious shudders came and went, blurring my thoughts and turning me near dizzy. This was so much better than the books had described it, and he hadn’t even penetrated me yet.

      A door slammed somewhere.

      Another shudder came, left, and never returned.

      “Where is everyone?” came muffled from behind the door.

      “Shit.” Adair dropped me to the ground like a sack of beans, picked up his pants and fumbled with his belt. “If Hazel finds us like this, I’m screwed. Try to look as if nothing happened.”

      “But nothing happened,” I said, not even bothering to hide my disappointment.

      “Enough to get me exiled. Shit. I’m so stupid.”

      A knock on the door.

      “Ehh… give me a second,” Adair shouted, his voice two octaves too high. “Where the hell is my hoodie?”

      “Why are you in here?” Hazel asked, her body half inside the room with brows so furrowed, they touched in the center.

      “Um, I…” I could feel my lips moving, but my vocal cords had somehow abandoned me. “Adair and I —”

      “Two guys made trouble at the store,” Adair said.

      “I know, they brought Ben into the clinic so I could treat him for the concussion you gave him.” She paused for a moment and examined us, her lips slightly parted as if she was so focused on figuring us out, she forgot to close her mouth. “But that doesn’t explain why you guys are in here. You know… shirtless and all.”

      “I helped him clean his wound and put a stitch band on it,” I said, immediately regretting how I had blurted it out.

      “Uh-huh.” Hazel gave a slow-motion nod. “So what is all that talk about with Ruth asking for another guard? It’s spreading like wildfire among the single guys… which is pretty much every dick in this town.”

      Adair and I exchanged a quick glance.

      “A misunderstanding,” he said. “You get how those guys are.”

      “Well, you better go and contain that misunderstanding, because they’re already lining up at the longhouse to apply. Rowan’s pissed. He didn’t call yet?”

      Adair picked up his hoodie and fumbled on the sleeves. “Not yet.”

      Hazel pointed at his stomach as he dressed himself. “Still need me to look at it?”

      “I’m alright. Can’t even feel it anymore.”

      “Adair,” Hazel said, the undertone of her voice carrying a particular annoyance, “there’s no need to be so tough all the time. You’re allowed to be in pain, okay?”

      “Well. I’m not.”

      Hazel turned around and left the room, a “whatever” sounding from the hallway.

      I flung my hands to my chest, the tension slowly retreating from my body. “That was close. Next time we have to —”

      “There won’t be a next time.” The gaze he sent across my body had changed from desire to something that resembled disgust. “I shouldn’t have let my damn guard down. What the hell was I thinking?”

      A chill climbed into my core, and no matter how much I shifted my weight, I couldn’t rid it. This experience with Adair brought me closer to what I was searching for than anything else before. How could I let go of it now?

      “Nobody will find out!”

      With each step I came closer, he retreated by two. “Nobody will find out? Are you serious? I didn’t even get my cock wet yet, and we were almost found out.”

      “We’ll be more careful then. Nobody will know.”

      My voice sounded like the one of a beggar, but at this point, I cared little. Replacing Adair suddenly didn’t seem like an option anymore. Not only because of what happened in the store but also because I enjoyed how he made me feel.

      “Do you understand how much convincing it took to have me assigned as your guard?” he asked. “And you know why? Because they all think I can’t do it. They all expected me to take advantage of it as soon as I brought you here. And here I am… guilty as charged.”

      He stomped over to the door, pulled it wide open and did that stabbing thing with his finger again. “Out! Now!”

      I just stood there and stared at him for a moment. The seriousness in his eyes, the strength in his arms and the pure masculinity of his presence — I needed it all, and I was willing to fight for it. Even if I brought unfair weapons to the battle.

      I slowly walked over, shifted my weight toward him, and let my voice fall into a whisper. “If there won’t be a next time, I guess it’s better if I go to Rowan and tell him what happened.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “Why not?” I gifted him an innocent smile. “Your law says no man can touch a woman, not the other way around. The way I see it, I have far less to lose than you. Besides, then he will have to assign me another guard.”

      He cocked his head, his eyes suddenly a darker and colder shade of blue. “Are you blackmailing me? For sexual favors? Seriously, Ruth?”

      I pointed at the blue ray above his holo-band. “Oh, look. Rowan’s calling.”
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      I looked over the well-muscled bouncers, hunters, and scavengers lining up in front of the longhouse. Laughter emanated from most of them, but others blurted dares and challenges, flexing their muscles and strutting their chests.

      “Wow, Hazel wasn’t kidding,” Ruth said, the way she eyed every single one of them making my teeth grind.

      “Stop staring at them, or they’ll feel encouraged,” I mumbled. “And for everything that’s still holy, please don’t approach them. I won’t save you a second time.”

      “Oh, you won’t? Guess it’s the perfect moment to look for a replacement.”

      She glanced over her shoulder and flicked a crotch-high punch toward me as if turning her down was a bad thing.

      I couldn’t wrap my head around how she had wanted this the whole time. Stupid me figured she enjoyed the tease and the thrill. In reality, coming off the water overwhelmed her body with a bunch of new-to-her sensations — poor girl.

      “Do you know him?” she whispered and pointed at a guy less than twenty feet to our right as I pushed us a path through the crowd.

      “His name is Clay,” I said in a sharp tone. “He trains the boys in school in group combat.”

      “Oh, so he likes children?”

      “He likes to stay alive. But what’s it to you anyway, considering you told us a hundred times you’re not interested in finding a husband.”

      She grabbed the collar of her jacket and tugged it higher. “But I do like children.”

      “Woman coming through,” I shouted, and pointed at the wide alley which formed in front of Ruth.

      “He looks strong,” she said, the tone of her voice making it clear she tried to get to me. Taunt me. “Taller than you, too!”

      My stomach hardened, suppressing an uncomfortable tingle which bubbled somewhere in the darkest pit.

      Ever since I touched her and tasted her lips, I felt as if she was nobody’s to claim but mine. Hell, I had claimed her already. Kind of. If touching boobies counted.

      The thought of any guy seeing what I saw, touching what I touched, feeling what I felt made me sick to my stomach. No matter how crazy the experience, I didn’t want to share it. Especially not with a guy named after a piece of dirt.

      “I heard someone say he’s gay,” I said loud enough for her to hear, but not too loud so it would reach his ears. The last thing I needed was another punch in the stomach.

      Her gaze drifted off him. “Oh.”

      We made our way inside the longhouse where Rowan stood next to his throne, looking stressed out as shit.

      A row of eager applicants leaned against the walls, their mumbles and unhappy grunts mixing underneath the high-arched ceiling. A hint of desperation clung to the air, along with traces of too much beer too early in the day.

      “Explain this shit,” Rowan said and waved his fanned-out hand toward pretty much every single guy under the age of fifty this village had.

      Ruth positioned herself next to Rowan, arms crossed in front of her chest. “Yes, Adair, explain this.”

      She looked down at me with a raised chin, her lips pressed into a thin line, but she couldn’t hide that stuck-up smirk which tugged the corners of her mouth.

      “A misunderstanding,” I mumbled.

      “Well, this misunderstanding is gonna cost me an entire day spent at the longhouse, instead of going sledding with my family,” Rowan said, then pointed at me and turned his attention to Ruth. “He got himself into a fight today to protect you. Obviously, he’s doing his job, so please tell me what’s wrong between you two! You’re not getting on with each other?”

      Her features softened. “We get along, but… I believe Adair is neglecting some things I feel should be his duties as well, other than protecting me.”

      Rowan flipped up a brow. “Like what?”

      “Like showing me the differences between the Clans and the Districts.” She worked a puppy-dog smile onto her face and cocked her head toward Rowan, her lower lip pushed out, and her shoulders slumped. “This was a huge change for me, and Adair should help me to adjust to my new environment. There are things I don’t understand and… well, considering how much time he has to spend with me, I say he should teach me.”

      Oh, she was gooood.

      Rowan looked at me from a lowered head. “And you’re refusing to teach her our ways?”

      Our ways? If that meant having my way with her, hell yeah I refused. But he didn’t know that, of course. It was not like I could have filled in the dirty details.

      I gave a light-hearted shrug. “I believe Ruth is just overwhelmed with the change, and maybe a bit confused.”

      “How about you enlighten me?” she snarled, her death-stare biting me all over like a rabid bulldog, refusing to let go.

      Rowan swung his palms up in an appeasing manner. “Now, now, kids. No need to bark at each other. How ’bout you tell me why I had to throw Ben into jail as soon as he quit emptying his stomach backward onto the exam table?”

      I stepped up to Rowan and lowered my voice. “He said things.”

      “What things?”

      “The way he talked about you was disrespectful, and he said you, um, said you…”

      “Said I what?”

      I catapulted the sentence from my tongue. “That you’re fucking that traitor bitch. His words.”

      He broke the eye contact and cleared his throat. “This shit is spreading like a virus, and I got no clue how to stop it.”

      “By eliminating hosts,” Ruth said, making both Rowan and me swing toward her.

      He leaned into her. “Repeat that.”

      “Mmh… if you don’t want a virus to spread, eliminate the hosts.”

      “But hosts are people in this case,” I added.

      She shrugged.

      “I need someone to infiltrate them,” Rowan said and rubbed his palms slowly against each other. “Someone we treated like shit in the past but is one of us. But who? Who?”

      I didn’t dare answer, considering the many options.

      “Ah, yes,” he shouted, a devilish smirk moving onto his lips. “Let’s see if we can convince Uncle Peter to do it. All I need to find out is who the hosts are. The rest is easy.”

      “You want me to talk to him?”

      He shook his head. “Nah. I’ll do it. He’s scared shitless of me, which helps if you’re trying to convince someone. But I need all of us to get together this Thursday at nineteen-hundred sharp so that we can discuss that damn business with the burn pit.”

      “But we don’t have the results of the bone yet.”

      “What bone?” Ruth asked, her gaze darting between Rowan and me.

      Rowan squinted his eyes and jutted his chin toward the door, and we all sidestepped away from the group of men in front of us.

      “You tell her,” he said.

      “When I went to the burn pit that night to look for pastor William,” I said, darkness clasping my throat once more, “we found a human bone. Hazel is trying to figure out if it’s from a female or —”

      “Or from the pastor,” she said and clutched on her stomach. “You think the council did that?”

      “It’s their front yard, isn’t it?” Rowan blurted.

      “No,” I added quickly. “I mean, we don’t know what happened yet, so we can’t say if the council has anything to do with it. And apparently, they had no comment when Rowan inquired.”

      “Not a sound from them,” he added. “But still. It’s their god damn front yard.”

      She let out an uncontrolled whimper but quickly contained it by throwing her hands onto her mouth. Pity sucked the air out of my lungs. At least in those regards, Ruth was unspoiled and innocent, and I wished she would have been spared the details.

      Rowan patted me on the shoulder as if he had read my mind. “She had to wake up to reality at some point, Adair. This isn’t fucking kindergarten. Which brings me back to your issue.”

      He stared at us for a while, clapped his hands, and pointed at the table in the corner behind him. “Know what? You two sit down over there. I give you ten minutes to find common ground, or I’ll assign her a new guard. I don’t have time for this shit, because I’ve got a virus to kill.”

      I walked over with heavy legs and flung my ass on the rough-sewn time-out-chair, something inside me pouting like a little schoolboy. Ruth sat down across from me, her hands once more in front of her chest, and her body angled away from me.

      “Why me?” I asked after a while. “Because I happen to be there and it’s convenient?”

      Her eyes dropped to the frayed edge of her chair. “I like you.”

      “You do?” I asked, my voice suddenly brighter than it should have been.

      She spun around and searched for my eyes. “Don’t you agree we get along? I mean, we laugh when we watch a movie and talk while you cook for me. I think you’re a great guy.”

      “A great guy?” I scoffed. “You might be the only woman in this village who feels that way.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “If more women would think that, I would be at home with my wife now, changing my son’s diaper. It’s pretty obvious, don’t you agree?”

      She glanced over her shoulder and, after making sure nobody was looking, slid her chair half an inch closer to me. “I’m not confused, Adair. This is just something I was always curious about, and the Districts kept me from exploring the things I feel when you are close to me.”

      “You feel things when I’m close to you?” I leaned over and rested my elbows on my thighs, a prickling sensation growing somewhere inside my chest. “What things?”

      “Inside my body,” she said and gazed around once more, then went on in a whisper. “My heart-rate picks up, and my body tingles. It’s like every single part of me is screaming out for you and wants you to touch me.”

      The prickling sensation grew, spreading through my veins and into my limbs. Her body screamed for me? Another question pushed into my mind. One that sent my heart into a hurried rhythm, though I didn’t understand why.

      “You don’t, um…” I swallowed hard. “You don’t have, like, developed feelings for me, right?”

      “No. No, of course not.”

      “Yeah, yeah,… um. That’s what I thought.” I gave a little laugh, sounding more awkward than the situation demanded. Why did I have to bring it up? “I just wanted to make sure, you know. Make sure we’re on the same page here.”

      She quickly brushed her hands against mine, only to drop them by her sides once more as if it had never happened. But I could still feel where we had touched for seconds to come.

      “If you don’t want to do it, I understand because I get how risky it is. And there’s nothing in it for you, because you know I’m not looking for a husband.”

      Nothing in it for me? Sure, I wanted to find a wife and make her mine, but what were the chances of that? Not much longer and I would be too old for any of the young women to consider me, and line up at the longhouse like those fifty-year-old fools in front of us. At least I wouldn’t die a virgin if I gave Ruth what she wanted, and would have experienced what it is like to be with a woman. Even just for curiosity’s sake.

      “Rowan can assign me another guard, and I guess I can only hope he has less honor, respect, and integrity than you do. I love that about you. It’s just… getting in the way.” She paused for a moment and took a deep breath. “The thing is, Adair, I feel safe with you, and I trust you. And I can’t stop thinking about how you held me today.”

      “Sh!” I flung my finger against my lips, then shook my head. “It’s naïve of you to trust me. As it is, I already broke the law, and if Hazel wouldn’t have walked in on us… I couldn’t have held back.”

      “But I wanted you to.”

      “That doesn’t change the fact that I lost control, Ruth, and that’s unforgivable.”

      She gave a nod, and a veil of sorrow settled on her face as if for once she understood how much she really asked of me. Putting my life at risk and throwing my principles overboard —

      “I want it to be you,” her words invaded my thoughts, turning my knees weak and my will even weaker.

      If they found us out, I’d lose my life, because she made it clear marriage wasn’t in the cards. Casual sex wasn’t what I wanted, but it was still better than no sex at all. I mean… how many guys out here are lucky enough to be blackmailed for sexual favors? Certainly not something that happened often.

      “You want me to have sex with you?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      “That’s it? Just sex? No strings attached?”

      Another nod.

      “Presume I get you pregnant,” I whispered. “What then? We have protection here, but I’m an unmarried man. I can’t just go and purchase that without someone reporting it.”

      “It won’t happen that quick. Look at River and Ayanna. It took her forever to get pregnant, and I’m sure it has something to do with the water. It will probably take my body months to reach fertility.”

      “That’s true. It took them quite some time. But that means that this arrangement would have a time limit.”

      “Yes, I’m afraid so.”

      The crowd in front of us grew louder, spiked by unfulfilled hopes and a general frustration about the lack of women. Sweat hung in the air, and Clay had made it to the first row, his eyes dead-set on Ruth.

      If I didn’t agree, Rowan would assign her a new guard. No way he wouldn’t jump at the chance. No way I wouldn’t regret if I turned it down.

      But there also hung a certain concern over it all. What if my refusal would put Ruth in danger? Honor, respect, and integrity weren’t exactly equally distributed among our men, which is why I sat up here, while most stood down there.

      “Under two conditions,” I said, trying not to get carried away by how Ruth now gleamed at me. “I don’t want you to sleep with anybody else but me.”

      “Deal. What’s the second one?”

      I leaned over some more and stretched my body toward her. “If I put my child inside of you, you’ll agree to marry me.”

      She hesitated for a moment as if her brain had to do another round of equations. Then she gave a final nod. “You’re making this pretty easy. I agree.”
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      Each stroke of the second’s-timer on the kitchen watch added to the tension inside me. Music blared from the TV. The movie’s outro was in full swing. Yet, Hazel wouldn’t get up.

      Another strike on the clock.

      Another tug on my muscles.

      “You wanna call it a night?” Adair asked her, trying hard to make it sound like a question.

      “I’m pretty tired,” I chimed in, and he gave me a quick wink.

      Hazel grabbed the faded DVD covers in front of her and sorted through them. “What’s wrong with you guys tonight? It’s only ten, and we still have a bunch of awesome movies to choose from.”

      Adair scratched the nape of his neck, dropped his hand behind the couch, and gestured me to be patient.

      But I couldn’t be patient anymore. We both understood what would happen as soon as his sister went to bed, and my lust for him made me shove in my seat.

      I let my eyes trail across the leftover spaghetti on the kitchen island, a hint of fresh basil still clinging to the air. The noodles hung over the edges of stacked, gray plates. Tomato sauce had dripped onto the counter.

      “What about the dishes?” I asked and pointed at the black chore board on the wall. “I won’t go to bed while the kitchen is such a mess. And the chore board says —”

      “Clean it if it bothers you so much.” Hazel gave me a dismissive wave, her eyes so glued to the TV, I could tell she tried hard not to glance over to the sink. Then she pressed the red button on the remote and clearly faked a yawn. “I’m actually pretty tired, too. But I guess the dishes come first?”

      “Or perhaps Adair and I can do it,” I suggested, “and you just go to sleep if you’re so tired. It won’t take us long if we do it together.”

      “If you insist.” Hazel got up and gave Adair a pat on the shoulder.

      I walked over to the sink and opened the faucet, the steam of the hot water immediately clinging to the cold glass on the window above. Bubbles flew into the air and popped, scenting the room with the smell of dish soap.

      Adair grabbed the plates and scraped the food scraps into the trash. His sister left the kitchen and retreated into her room, leaving me behind with a crushing amount of high expectations.

      The plates sunk to the bottom of the sink along with the silverware, clinking and clanking against the chipped, white enamel.

      “I thought we would do it together,” I said.

      “Of course.”

      The strain in his voice offered an odd kind of reassurance. I never had sex before, and the fact that Adair was nervous as well, somehow calmed my nerves. If only a little.

      He glanced around the room once more, making sure Hazel had definitely left, then he stepped up behind me. His hands stroked down my arms as he nestled his chin on my shoulder, diving into the hot water which prickled along our skins.

      Adair slung his hands around mine, and together we grabbed plates and knives, running the bristles of the dish brush across it in circular motions. A single kiss against my neck sent a shiver across my body, and my shoulders clenched for a second. The very next moment I cocked my head, asking for more.

      We placed everything on the drying rack, both our bodies shaky and burning up with desire. Fear, too. The thought that Adair might have had expectations as well put a hitch in my breath.

      All I knew about sex came from ancient texts and old drawings, so unbelievably out of proportion, I had no clue what went where.

      I turned around and looked at him, my body soft and pliable in his arms.

      “You still sure this is what you want?” he asked.

      I gave several nods, quick as if the speed somehow helped me steer the bounce in the right direction before I’d chicken out. His stunning eyes carried worry, so I placed a soft kiss onto his lips for encouragement.

      He swung his arms around my waist, picked me up, and prompted me to sling my legs around his hips. Like that, he carried me over to his room, locking the door behind us.

      “We can’t be too loud,” he said.

      I gave a stiff nod.

      With gentle hands, he placed me onto his bed and stared at me for a while. I shoved my naked feet over the sheet and took in the scent of fresh linen.

      “It smells so clean,” I said, as my mind clung to anything which could lend itself to keep the conversation going.

      “You expected it sweaty, with a pile of socks collecting on the blanket, didn’t you?”

      I didn’t nod but allowed a bit of my smile to shine through.

      “Sorry to disappoint. Hazel is the messy one, and I changed the sheets for us as soon as we came home from the longhouse.”

      For a long while, we let our eyes wander through the room, only stealing forbidden glances from each other’s bodies when we thought the other one wasn’t looking.

      He rubbed a hand across his arm and cleared his throat. “So… um… how do you want to do this?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, suddenly feeling stupid, naïve and in the wrong part of the house. “Can you, like, undress? So I can look at you?”

      Without hesitation, he took off his shirt and draped it across the backrest of a chair, then slowly slipped out of his pants. The little bit of light invading the window put a sheen on his naked skin, the expansion and retreat of his lungs too fast for someone standing at rest.

      With each breath he inhaled, the ripped muscles along his stomach contracted, filling my crotch with that insatiable desire once more.

      “Um…” I grabbed for the sheet and bunched it up inside my fists. “Have you ever…”

      “You got the answer to that,” he said after a while. “But if it makes you feel any better, I watched a lot of porn over the last sixteen years. I should have a pretty decent skill set for a rookie, at least in theory.”

      Theory. I knew all about that, but having a flesh-and-blood man in front of me now seemed like a lot to take on for a woman like me. But I had left my life behind to put theory into practice, and finally graduate from this mysterious subject.

      “Take your briefs off,” I said, the confidence in my voice nothing but faked.

      Adair fumbled the fabric down and let it slip to the ground, not an inch of shame on him about how his cock came to life more with each second I stared at it.

      “I don’t scare you, do I?”

      I let go of the sheet, got up, and walked over to him, staring down at what he offered. “A little. It’s a lot bigger than in the drawings.”

      “I guarantee you it’s about average… maybe slightly bigger.”

      Nervous, and with my stomach in knots, I reached my hand out for his crotch. I rubbed my palm along his shaft and grabbed his testicles. He let out a throaty moan, and his penis grew even bigger in an upward curve.

      “Do you give me permission to touch you?” he asked.

      “What?”

      “Touch you.” He took a step toward me, his fingertips floating by the hem of my shirt. “Tell me I got your permission. I need to hear it.”

      “I give you permission.”

      He bunched the fabric of my shirt into his fists and pulled it over my head, hanging it neatly over his by the chair. Whatever he mumbled next lost itself against my breasts.

      He licked them, sucked them, kissed them, little mmmh’s escaping his mouth as if he had come across a most delicious meal. My nipples grew harder each time his lips teased them, and a wave of unchecked lust came over me.

      His kisses wandered down along my stomach where he fumbled my pants down and didn’t spare the panty. When his lips slid across my pubic bone, I couldn’t help but stare, watching how he kissed me down there, the tip of his tongue pressing between my folds.

      “This any good?” he asked. “You need to tell me if I’m doing it wrong, or if you want me to do —”

      “It’s perfect.”

      As a matter of fact, it was so perfect, it got me all hot, wet and ready for him. Unable to work up another second of patience, I grabbed his wrist and gave a tug, throwing my body back onto his bed. I planted my soles on the sheet and wiggled myself into position, spreading my legs wide like an open invitation.

      He approached slowly, and he might have taken a deep breath on the way, climbed onto the mattress and kneeled over me. I grabbed for his hips, one hand on his left and one on his right, guiding his throbbing erection closer to where I melted.

      “You’re too fast,” he whispered. “There’s so much I always wanted to try.”

      “We have weeks for all that, maybe even months. But I need to feel you now, Adair.”

      His lips parted as if he tried to say so many things at once. When no words came, he lowered himself down to where I was drenched.

      For days, I’d imagined what it would be like to have him inside of me. Now that the head of his fully aroused penis split my lips apart and inched closer, I silently cursed him for taking so long to agree. The more pressure invaded between my legs, the more he moaned.

      “You’re tighter than any fist,” he whispered.

      “Is that bad?”

      “No, it’s um…” He gave another thrust, his face scrunching up in something that resembled discomfort and pleasure at the same time. “I just didn’t expect this much resistance. Am I hurting you?”

      “The books say it’s normal, just… I don’t know… push harder.”

      Each time he rocked deeper pain stabbed me, only to be replaced with pleasure the very next second. A dulled pop resounded inside my ear as he took my virginity, and each of his thrusts after that was nothing but a pinch. A pinch and an overwhelming sensation of friction, dazzling my mind into sheer ecstasy.

      He raised his body up and gazed down at where we had joined, a tense and stuttered exhale accompanying each of his stabs back inside me. Every other thrust contained a short break, or a hesitation, sending my impatience and lust for more over the edge.

      “Why are you stopping?”

      “Give me a moment.”

      “What? No!” I angled my knees and lifted my pelvis, rocking and grinding against him where he failed my wanting.

      He let out a deep groan. “Stop… slow down.”

      I flung my hands behind his back and pulled him deeper inside me, watching his muscles strain, taking in his clean and masculine scent, and experiencing how he filled me.

      “Ruth…”

      The way he moaned my name sent a shiver down my sternum and deep into my core. His thrusts picked up again, and each time he penetrated me deep and slow, tension built up inside me, creating something threatening to cascade over me at any second.

      Another hesitation.

      Another break, sending his entire body into vibration.

      I rocked my hips against him.

      “No, wait…”

      “Yes,” I blurted and gave another push against him.

      Then I pulled back. So did he.

      His penis slipped out, taking all that delicious pressure and friction right with it, leaving me empty and more hungry than ever.

      “Shit… no… no…” he stammered and aimed his penis back at me. But his body convulsed, and he let out a final “Shit!”, throwing his erection somewhere between my folds and thigh, humping and rocking and spurting his seed all over my stomach and deep into my bellybutton.

      “I fucking asked you to stop,” he panted, his body crippled by quakes, a small amount of his semen continuing to spill out of the tip of his throbbing penis.

      “How could I know this would happen so fast?”

      He lowered his body on top of me as if he couldn’t support himself any longer, squeezing me down and the air out of my lungs.

      “I’m… I’m so sorry…” Several deep puffs came and went from his chest, a blank look on his face, and his lips pressed together. “Give me a moment, and I swear I will make up for it.”

      He pushed himself up with one arm and let the other slide between us, forming a tight fist around his shaft. His fingers ran up and down, fast and persistent, as he gave little humps into his hand.

      “Just a minute,” he said with a strained voice, rubbing his corona a few times before he gave another desperate pump into his fist.

      I stared down at his half-hard thing, unable to contain the restlessness inside my legs. “You think this is going to work? Doesn’t seem like —”

      “I told you I’ll need a minute,” he barked. “No need to be a bitch about it.”

      A hard freeze killed whatever heat had remained between my legs.

      “What did you call me?”

      He rubbed himself faster now, almost aggressively, letting go and stroking across the head every now and then before he returned to the shaft, his eyes squinted and his brows furrowed.

      I let out a deep sigh. “It’s not my fault you suffer from premature ejaculation.”

      “What? I don’t suffer from anything!” His hand stopped. “Why didn’t you slow down when I asked you? What the hell did you expect, Ruth? If you thought I’d fuck you for two hours straight, well maybe your expectations weren’t too realistic.”

      I rolled out from underneath him and sat up. “My expectations? I wanted to experience sex. I didn’t think it would be so difficult, considering Max and River obviously got it done. Like this, pregnancy really is the last of our concerns I can tell you that.”

      He let go of himself, his penis nothing but a sad thing crouching tired against his thigh now.

      “Great.” I fanned my hand toward it. “Guess nothing else will happen here tonight if you can’t even get another erection.”

      He jumped up and pulled the sheet out from underneath me, making me fall back and hit my head against the wall. Then he draped it around his lower body, holding it tugged together by his hip.

      “Oh,” he said. “So first you complain that I’m too aroused. And now I’m not aroused enough?”

      “Clearly not,” I said, climbed off the bed and scavenged for my clothes. “Do you at least have a tissue or something?”

      He walked over to the chair, grabbed his shirt, and flung it at me with enough force to make me stumble back. I cleaned his semen off me, then slipped into my shirt and balanced my shaky legs back into my pants.

      The moment my hand darted for the handle, he pressed his palm against the door, his chin dropped to his chest as if he had no energy left to look at me. “Look, I’m sorry I called you a bitch, okay? It didn’t mean it. I was just…” He released a sharp breath. “Do you have any idea how beautiful and sexy you are?”

      “I am?”

      He took his hand off the door and stroked a strand of my hair from my face. “You are, especially with your hair open like that. Give me another chance, and I swear I’ll make it up to you three times over. I promise. Just one more chance.”

      “One more chance?”

      “I can do a lot better than that. I know I can.”

      I hesitated for a moment, looking over his pleading eyes and how his shoulders had slumped by his sides.

      “I’ll think about it.”

      I opened his door and gazed into the hallway. Left. Right. Clear. I stepped outside and sneaked across the rectangular tiles.

      “Hey,” he whispered behind me.

      I turned around, only to find a bittersweet smile on his face.

      “I get you didn’t really enjoy this and all but… Well, I did, and I want you to know that you fulfilled a dream I figured would never come true for me. Thank you.”

      I gave him a quick nod and continued on my way back to my room, the smell and taste of his body clinging to mine. I did enjoy it — while it lasted.
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      The rusty wrought-iron gate slouched against the brick wall of the graveyard. Gravel shifted underneath the snow at each step, and the old church stood covered in vines, the roof of the main ship caved in.

      Oriel let his gloves glide over a stone angel, covered is dormant moss. “This place creeps me out. I don’t get why we had to meet here, considering we all usually avoid this place.”

      “Because we all usually avoid this place,” Rowan said, planting his ass on one of the crooked headstones, one side of it sunken into the ground by half a foot.

      Uncle Peter let his finger trace over the metal plaque by the large cross in the middle. “I didn’t even know this place existed.”

      “Rowan is right,” River said. “Nobody ever comes here, so… fewer chances for anyone to sneak up on us.”

      We had brought the women, who sat on the flatbed of Rowan’s truck with steaming mugs between their hands and laughter on their lips. Except for Ruth, who had jumped off and now rolled a ball of snow over the ground, its circumference swelling at each push.

      Staring at her made embarrassment well up inside of me all over again. It drowned my pride, and whatever expectations I had left of my first time with a woman. The only comfort I could take from that disaster two nights ago was that, if I ever found a wife, I would have learned how not to do it.

      The moment she glanced over at me, my shoulders slumped. She carried a one-sided smile on her face, probably full of pity for me and regret for herself. That night could very well have been my only chance at sleeping with a woman, and I exploded forty seconds into it… and not even in the right place.

      “You’re too fast,” River’s voice pulled me out of my thoughts, with words that sounded oddly and painfully familiar.

      “Huh?”

      “Your idea about executing Ben in front of the village,” he said. “I agree it needs to be done, but doing it right away will blow our chances at infiltrating the entire group. It’s like firing a half-cocked rifle.”

      I leaned against the fence. “Whatever, River. If you believe you’ve got a better idea, how about you let us hear it?”

      “He’s right though,” Max said. “Ben’s execution will make the others more careful because they’ll know we’re on to them.”

      “And careful men will try everything to avoid mistakes,” Uncle Peter added.

      Rowan planted his legs wide and swung his hands onto his hips, his eyes gazing over us from a lowered head. “Thing is, we need to infiltrate them, but we gotta do it fast. I need this issue dealt with, so we can concentrate on something else that’s been on my mind.”

      We all exchanged confused looks. Except for Max, who sat on a crumbling headstone, arms crossed in front of his chest, the tip of his boots shoving the snow around.

      “Last night,” Rowan continued, “Hazel confirmed the bone belonged to a woman. Max is sure the cross the scouts found didn’t belong to his dad.”

      “At least not that I know,” Max added.

      Rowan gave him a dismissive wave. “Anyway, we have enough reason to conclude that we didn’t just find a large burnt area. We think it’s a mass grave.”

      Oriel snorted. “How is one bone proof enough to determine it’s a mass grave?”

      Max’s and Rowan’s eyes swung to me, and the others soon followed, turning the wind which rustled through the graves into something that sounded like long-silenced prayers.

      “I found a skull,” I said, my voice so deep, the weight of the words must have dragged my vocal cords down. “A small one, like from a child. Trauma to the left side. Looked like blunt force.”

      River stuttered a deep release of breath, his eyes glistening as he gazed over his shoulder and over to Ayanna.

      Oriel rubbed his palm over his face, then crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Still not enough to make a mass grave. Where’s the rest of them?”

      “Adair…” Rowan grumbled.

      “I didn’t realize it when I was there but…” My voice trailed off for a second, something narrowing the back of my throat. “Thinking about it now, the ground was way too smooth and level, and I must have dug up the skull when I crawled over the ground to retreat.”

      “Wait,” Uncle Peter blurted. “You had to retreat? From what?”

      “We don’t know. Men from the Districts? Ash Zones? They came after us at first, but stopped their fire once we turned and headed back north.”

      “Why would they stop once you headed north?” River asked.

      “What matters right now,” Rowan said, “is that whoever did this must have leveled the ground after. Which is why we considered there might be a lot more to find out there, once we start digging.”

      “Digging?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” Oriel added. “What do you mean by digging?”

      Rowan walked over to one of the fence posts, wrapped his hand around the spike on top and leaned against it, his posture more crumbled than the headstone beside him. “We will go down there and dig up every single bone we can find, bring them back here to this church and give them a proper burial.”

      He had delivered the plan without a single trace of hesitation, and we all remained silent for what seemed eons on this graveyard which now smelled even more like grief and mourning.

      “They’re not our people,” Oriel whispered.

      “But they are people,” Rowan said in a sharp tone, then rubbed his fingers across his eyes. “In a way, I feel responsible for their death. Autumn’s escape. Us going in there to get my wife out… we provoked them. And that skull and that bone are only two of the people who paid for my stupidity.”

      Our heads lowered, and nobody spoke a word for a long time, the only sounds piercing the crisp air the giggles coming from our women. Their women… because none of them belonged to me.

      “Which brings me back to Ben and those motherfuckers who assume they can kill me,” Rowan said. “I can’t go digging up bones while this issue isn’t resolved. But Max, Darya and I came up with a pretty good plan: an ice-skating event.”

      “A what?” River asked.

      “An ice-skating event,” Max repeated. “Rowan wants to organize one up at Wolf Lake. We’ll have to get the huts out of the way and won’t be able to go ice-fishing until the holes are frozen solid again. It’s the perfect setting for a scheme which should allow Uncle Peter to infiltrate their group.”

      “Wait… why me?” Uncle Peter blurted and shrank inside his jacket. “I’ve been here for less than six months.”

      “Which is exactly why Ben and the others will swallow the bait, once you start a fight with Adair.”

      “Wait a minute.” I pushed myself off the fence. “Are you saying I’m playing a part in this as well? Why me?”

      Rowan swung around and pointed his finger at me. “Because you already got into a fight over Ruth. We want Uncle Peter to challenge you as her guard, just like Ben did. But it needs to be realistic.”

      “Realistic?” I gave a snort. “If you want this to look real, then choosing Uncle Peter was your first mistake. Someone like him would never challenge me.”

      “Or maybe I would,” Uncle Peter snarled, his gloves bunching into a fist next to his wiry body. “You might be in your prime, Adair, but at least I can say I survived it.”

      “Ridiculous!”

      “Looks pretty realistic to me,” River said with a smirk on his face. “You’re already at each other’s throat, so what could possibly go wrong?”

      “I don’t know.” I paced along the fence, hands inside my pockets. “After what happened at the store, I don’t expect Ruth wants to be put in this kind of situation again. Not even if it’s fake.”

      “About that,” Rowan said, then cleared his throat. “She can’t find out. This needs to look realistic, and the fewer people know, the more likely we can achieve it. We can clear it up with her once it’s done.”

      A bad vibe grew somewhere at the back of my head, pushing against my brain and triggering the onset of a headache. Ruth shouldn’t have to relive something like that.

      “What do you want me to do, exactly?” I asked.

      “The usual,” Rowan said. “You know… threaten to kill Uncle Peter. Tell him how she’s yours, and how you won’t let him mess up this chance your chieftain gave you.”

      “But she isn’t mine, and Ruth won’t be happy about me blowing my role here out of proportion, and get all protective over her.”

      “Well, this isn’t about what Ruth wants or doesn’t want. This is about me not getting killed.”

      “We expect Ben or one of the others to reach out to you, Uncle Peter,” Max said. “Get comfortable with them and their cause. We need the name of every single one who is plotting against Rowan.”

      “And I’ll execute them all,” Rowan said straight to the point as if taking a life didn’t rob him of any sleep.

      “I don’t like it,” I mumbled.

      “You don’t have to. It’s an order.”

      I gazed over to Ruth who had finished her snowman and buried a twig on each side, a satisfied smile on her face. She hadn’t been distant these last two days, but neither did she hint she wanted to repeat what happened that night.

      In the meantime, I couldn’t forget how good she felt with me between her legs, or how she had moaned my name. Even if it meant a punch-in-the-nuts rejection, I had to ask her for another try. Damn. The need to enjoy her once more surged inside me as if she had given me a taste of a most addictive drug.

      I looked over to Rowan once more and gave him a nod. “Alright. But I can clear it up with Ruth after, correct?”

      His answer came in the form of a grunt.

      “And when is this supposed to go down?” River asked.

      Max shrugged. “Ten days. Two weeks, maybe. Kind of depends on how quickly the holes freeze and how fast we can get it organized. Everyone will have to bring in their ice skates if they got any, so we can build a rental booth.”

      “Mind if I take Ruth before that?” I asked and pulled my turtleneck a bit higher, hoping to hear a yes. “I promised I’d show her. Could even take her tonight.”

      What I needed was time alone with her, instead of the fear of being found out licking the fine hairs along my neck at every second of the day.

      “Hey, why don’t we all go and make it a thing?” River asked.

      No! “Ehh…”

      “Not me. I’d rather stay home and play some more with Rose,” Rowan said.

      “Same here,” Max said and wrapped his scarf a bit tighter. “Hazel and I will meet early tomorrow, and I’ll get to shadow her all day while she works on patients.”

      Uncle Peter swung his hand up, a huge grin on his face. “I’ll go. Haven’t been ice-fishing in years. Should be fun.”

      “Awesome,” River said. “Ayanna will love to hang out with one of her own. What do you say, Oriel?”

      Oriel shook his head and gave a quick wave.

      Rowan gave a loud pat on his thighs. “Alright. We’re done here. Let’s get the women home before they start plotting against us husbands.”

      “My wife would never do that,” River said and threw a wink into the group.

      “I’ll collect mine,” I said and walked off, leaving the graveyard quickly behind me.

      “Are you finally done?” Autumn hollered toward me, one arm wrapped around Peggy. “We got no more coffee, and it’s freezing out here.”

      “Yup, all done.”

      “But we don’t have to leave right away, do we?” Ruth asked, her eyes focused on lining up a small rock with the other eye of her snowman. “He still needs a hat and a scarf, or he’ll be cold.”

      “I don’t wanna wait anymore,” Hazel said.

      Max walked up and held one hand out to help Autumn out of the flatbed. “We can drop you off at home if you want. Or the clinic, if that’s what you prefer. You okay with that, Adair?”

      “That’s up to her.”

      “I’ll go with them.” Hazel jumped off the truck and brushed the snow off her pants. Then she walked over and gave a quick peck onto my head. “See you later, and don’t forget it’s your turn to cook tonight.”

      “Now I feel sorry for you,” I said. “We both know I’m no longer the best cook at home. Ruth holds that title now.”

      Hazel wrinkled her nose and stared me down, struggling the grin on her face into something more serious and her voice into a baritone. “You’re either the best, or you’re nothing at all, son. Now give me eighty push-ups while you recite the entire Stragemata of Frontinus.”

      “Very funny… it’s Strategemata, though. And he never asked for less than two-hundred push-ups, bet you remember that.”

      She gave me a lopsided smile and sent a quick wave toward Ruth. Everyone got in their trucks and drove off, some tires spinning, leaving me behind with Ruth and an unfinished snowman.

      “What was that all about?” she asked and placed a small piece of oak bark as a nose.

      “My dad used to say that.”

      “You realize that’s not true, right?”

      “What?”

      “That you’re nothing as long as you’re not the best.”

      I gave a shrug and pulled my fleece beanie off, ignoring how my stomach convulsed. “I guess he just wanted us to succeed, and make sure we had what it took to survive. If you’re not good enough to come out a winner, chances are you’ll come out dead.”

      I carefully placed my beanie on top of the snowman, pulling the fleece over the compressed snow. Ruth gave everything another pat-down, smoothing his belly and adjusting his twig-arms.

      “And the scarf?” she asked.

      “I think I got something in my truck.”

      I walked over and checked the cab, rummaging through boxes, bags, and the glove compartment. When I found what I had been looking for, I went back down to Ruth and dangled the red piece of rope in front of her.

      “You won’t need it anymore?”

      I shook my head. “Nah. Got enough rope at home, and this is just a leftover piece. By the way, I was considering taking you ice-fishing tonight. River wants to come as well, and Uncle Peter.”

      She tied the rope around the snowman and draped one end over his chest, the other down his backside. “Hazel too?”

      “I doubt it. Max mentioned they’ll meet early tomorrow, so I assume she’ll head to bed early.”

      “How come you don’t have to be with Hazel all the time?”

      “Believe it or not, but the guys usually don’t bother her. I think even the worst of them understand we need a doctor. Besides, she’s promised to a chieftain now, and nobody wants to mess with that.”

      “There… all done. Now you can take me home. And ice-fishing later.”

      The way she had called my home hers filled my sternum with a gentle kind of warmth, which expanded and sent a bump against my ribcage. Everything inside me screamed to take her in for a kiss, my body crumbling underneath the weight of my desire to feel her once more against me.

      I took a step toward her, and she turned around, her eyes gazing right up at me and her lips shoving across each other.

      “Adair…”

      At the sound of my name, every last fiber of constraint ripped, and I slung my hands around her slim waist. I placed one hand onto her perfectly shaped ass and pulled her against my growing boner. Then I kissed her hard and intense, showering her lips with that primal desire she had unleashed.

      When I picked her up, her legs automatically swung around my waist. She kissed me back as I carried her to my truck, where I lowered her onto the narrow bench in the back.

      “Pick up your hips for me,” I demanded.

      I kissed the side of her neck and trailed my tongue along her earlobe, battling back questions and complaints and teasing out sweet, little moans instead. The moment she lifted her hips for me, I tugged her pants down enough for me to spread her legs open.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, lifting her head and gazing down at what unfolded before her eyes.

      Without explanation, I lowered my head between her legs and kissed from her pubic bone, down her slit, and all the way back to her bridge. From there, I let the tip of my tongue disappear between her folds, tasting my way toward her center.

      She squirmed, letting her pelvis escape to the side only to bring it back for more. All the while, I let my hard cock press against the seat of my truck, rubbing myself against the firm cushion beneath. I wanted to take him out and push inside her, but I knew I would blow the moment her sweet, little cunt sucked him in, lasting less than I did the first time. That’s how much she tormented my body.

      “You’ve got no idea how horny you make me,” I whispered, then sucked her clit and slid two fingers inside of her. “But I’ll show you as soon as we get the chance if you let me.”

      “I’m not sure…”

      I shoved her bud around with my tongue, kissed it, licked it, and pulled it with my lips. Then I sent my fingers in deeper, searching for that one spot I was told would drive her crazy.

      She was so close to her orgasm now, I could tell by the way her knees trembled, and her calves tightened. But I wanted to push her over the edge, see her unravel in front of me and hear her whimper and scream while she ground herself against my mouth.

      “Please, stop...” she begged and let her hands dive into my hair.

      “You didn’t stop for me, so why would I stop for you?”

      She arched her back, and little quivers swept across her.

      “Come for me, baby,” I whispered against her flesh, rubbing my own cock harder across the bench as she moaned underneath her release.

      She didn’t notice how I came inside my pants while her body convulsed and pressed against my face, my fingers deep inside her. At that moment, I knew I could indeed make up for everything ten times over — as long as we found the time, and she let me do the counting.
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      After spending dinner over the meatless chili Adair had cooked for us, we used the snowmobiles to drive up to Wolf Lake. Parked with enough distance between them as not to strain the ice, they added three more shadows to the frozen surface amidst a variety of big and small shacks.

      The door to ours hung crooked from a warped frame. Adair gave it a hearty push with his shoulder, a hand on each side of the crate with our provisions.

      “Can Uncle Peter manage the fire?” he asked and placed the crate onto one of the wooden benches fastened to the wall. “We’ve got small logs and kindling sticks in that crate over there.”

      Uncle Peter gave a nod and shuffled over, his boots crunching down the thin layer of snow atop the ice. With precise movements as if there was a formula to it, he built a fire inside the small stove by the corner, dipping the shack in hues of soft yellow and orange.

      Ayanna draped thick fleece blankets onto the benches, while River brought in a tool which drilled its red metal spiral deep into the ice beneath my feet.

      “The ice won’t crack, right?” I shouted over the noise of it, watching how the thick, cloudy layer turned into a perfect, black circle.

      Once the hammering sound died down, Adair gave me a wink and put yet another crate by the stove. “That ice is so thick, we could drill another hole if we wanted.”

      “He didn’t take you ice-fishing before?” River asked.

      “Nope,” Adair stepped up beside me and placed a plastic crate down, about two feet in front of the hole. “But she asked me to show her more of the advantages of living with the Clan. Ice fishing is one.” Then he gave me another wink, this one so guilty it should have been punished. “Earlier, I showed her some of the culinary treasures. Best thing I ever tasted.”

      I sat on the crate, the heat from the stove suddenly whipping my cheeks, and reminding me of how Adair had made me melt against his tongue just a few hours ago. No matter what might have gone wrong that first night between us, today he had made up for it in a most unexpected and satisfying way.

      “Not sure if I will enjoy catching and killing a fish,” I said. “Especially since I know I won’t even eat it.”

      “Oh, so you expected this is about catching fish?” River chuckled, pulled a bottle from a crate and handed it to Adair.

      He unscrewed the cap and took a sip, his nose scrunching up, and his eyes squinting. “Thanks.”

      River took Ayanna into his arms and pressed a kiss onto her forehead, saying: “Sorry babe, but no more for you.”

      Then he lowered himself onto his knees and placed a second kiss onto her stomach, making us all retreat into the silence of the moment.

      “Did you discuss names yet?” Uncle Peter asked, dunked the small kettle into the hole and placed it back onto the stove.

      “Ebony,” Ayanna said.

      River stood back up, put another plastic crate upside down on the ice and gestured Ayanna to sit down. “I always considered Noah a nice name for a boy.”

      “Well, but it won’t be a boy,” Ayanna said, sat down and shifted her gaze back to her husband. “So you better get used to Ebony.”

      He smiled at her, one brow arched into a taunt. “We’ll see about that.”

      Adair handed the bottle back to River, who took a sip, then gave it to Uncle Peter.

      “It’s been a while,” Uncle Peter said and gave a solemn laugh, his gaze focused on the black hole in the center. Where Adair and River had taken one sip he took three, then the bottom of the bottle pointed right at me.

      “You don’t have to,” Adair said and kneeled down next to me. “But don’t go complaining to Rowan again, saying I’m not showing you a good time here.”

      Everyone around him laughed, and he took the opportunity to lean in closer, his question a whisper against my ear. “Did I show you a good time earlier?”

      My head nodded like on reflex while the rest of my body grew hotter, and I took a sip of the bottle in a desperate attempt to put out the fire he had started inside me.

      The burn of the straight alcohol trickled down my throat. Instead of putting out the fire it added to the fuel, making it grow bigger and radiate in all directions… but mostly down between my legs.

      River and Ayanna exchanged a few whispers, their eyes darting between Adair and me. For a moment, a dark veil settled on River’s face, his brows furrowed and his shoulders tense, but Ayanna erased it all with a kiss and the hint of a head-shake.

      “It’s a pretty small shack for five people,” River said after a while, took another sip and handed it back to me. “That’s definitely not even a foot between you guys.” He wiggled his finger between us.

      Adair grabbed a fishing line from a bag, tied it around the center of a long branch, and lowered the hook and bait into the hole. The branch balanced along the edges of the black circle, the little bit of current the water had, triggering the occasional rocking motion.

      He gave River a cold stare. “Look who’s talking.”

      “Come on,” Ayanna said. “This is supposed to be fun.”

      “To be honest,” Adair continued. “I get the law is generally a good thing, and it helps to keep the guys in check, but it isn’t helping anyone when it comes to forming relationships.”

      River gave a grunt. “Funny you say that, considering you threw me under the bus over it.”

      Uncle Peter quickly turned around and added another log to the stove, but it did little to compensate for whatever cold had settled between the two. The wind rattled on the drooping roof, and Adair bit his upper lip, his head low.

      “Because you broke the law,” he said. “And to make it even worse, you broke it right in front of us. Could at least have tried to hide it better.”

      “You didn’t give me away because I broke the law,” River snarled. “You gave me away because you can be a fucking jerk sometimes.”

      For some reason, a cleft formed inside my chest, cold and biting like the ice beneath us, and I sat up straight. “Don’t call him that!”

      After several deep breaths, I sunk back down into myself, ignoring the raised brows everyone carried now. Except for Adair, who carried a soft smile.

      Ayanna bore her elbow into River’s ribs, who gave another grunt at first but then leaned forward, the bottle balancing on his lap. “So… about that thing you said, with the law getting in the way of forming relationships. What do you mean by that?”

      “Well, you can’t really talk to any of the girls because, as soon as you do, everyone stares at you as if you’re about to rip her pants. Nobody wants you to be alone with them unless you’re their guard.” Adair took a deep breath and gave a tug on the branch sitting above the hole. “If you never get to spend time with someone, how are you supposed to fall in love and find out if it will last?”

      River swung his palms up. “What do you mean with if it will last?”

      “Oh, come on, you saw we’ve got plenty of unhappily married couples out there. And that’s because getting to know each other out here is difficult.”

      “Ayanna and I get along great!”

      “See, that’s my point. You and Ayanna had the chance to spend time together without being eyed by the entire village all the time. But that was only because Rowan assigned you as her guard. Now you have a wife and a child on the way, while I and others are still single.”

      “Interesting,” River said, his body swaying back and forth a bit until he found his balance. “The way you’re saying it makes it sound as if it’s the fault of the law you’re not married yet, and it’s totally not you.”

      Ayanna took the bottle from him and handed it over to me. “How about we keep the bottle on that side of the shack from now on?”

      “Maybe you want to hold back a little,” Adair said. “If you turn up hungover tomorrow, Rowan’s gonna rip me another asshole.”

      I took the bottle and wiggled it in front of him. “Shouldn’t that be my decision? It’s not like you can forbid it.”

      “No, I can’t. And I won’t.”

      He looked straight at me, his eyes carrying warmth and sincere concern. For a moment, my own words blended back into my thoughts. I felt safe with Adair because he safeguarded me — even now.

      He mumbled a please under his breath, adding something tender to his concern. All I could do was nod without breaking our eye contact, and handing the bottle off to Uncle Peter.

      “You can keep it,” I said.

      Ayanna rose and walked over to one of the benches, draping a blanket around her back as she leaned against the wall. “I guess I agree with Adair. There has to be some middle ground between protecting women, and allowing them to get to know the men better.”

      “Why don’t you bring it up to Rowan?” I suggested.

      Adair got up and rummaged through a crate, then handed a canning jar to Uncle Peter. “Nah, he’s got other things on his mind right now. Perhaps once things calmed down again, though I’m not sure that will ever happen.”

      “Well, but now you’ve got Ruth,” Ayanna said casually. “Maybe you’ll get to know each other better, just like River and I did.”

      A laugh blurted from my lips. “I won’t marry.”

      For a fraction of a breath, I thought I noticed Adair’s body tense, but he quickly busied himself, stirring the content of the jar Uncle Peter had poured into the kettle. Seconds later, the smells of fennel and onion filled the shack, along with a nutty taste which tickled my gums.

      River pushed himself up, swayed over to the bench and lay down, his head nestled against Ayanna’s lap. “Like… ever?”

      “That’s what she told me,” Adair said, the jolly undertone of his voice strained as if he had forced himself to smile. “So you see, I won’t be as lucky as you two, which brings me back to the importance of getting to know the unmarried women our village has.”

      River let out another chuckle, making his head vibrate and bounce across Ayanna’s thighs. “I can’t wrap my head around how you assume it would make a difference to you.”

      Adair shot him a furious glance. “Shut up, River!”

      “Of course, it would!” I said with a light voice, but the question why I defended him a second time sunk deep into my stomach. “You don’t know him the way I do, and I can tell you Adair is everything a woman would want in a man. He’s kind and respectful. Considerate. He even cooks and helps around the house.”

      “Helps around the house?” River blurted. “Doesn’t sound to me like the kind of man our women need.”

      Ayanna shoved his head off her lap. “Now you’re the jerk. I’d appreciate a little bit more help at home. You won’t break a finger sweeping the floors from time to time, you know. Or taking your damn boots off before you stomp inside.”

      “Great, now look what you did…” River’s voice trailed off, followed by incoherent mumble.

      “Ruth isn’t familiar with the concept of marriage,” Adair said, stirring the spoon and losing his gaze inside the swirls of the broth. “Expecting her to come here and take a husband is a bit far-fetched, don’t you realize?”

      “Exactly,” I said, something bittersweet clinging to how he now came to my defense.

      Adair took mugs from a crate and dunked them into the kettle, filling one after another with the steaming broth. Uncle Peter turned his one down with a wiggle of the bottle in his hand. River complained about feeling dizzy.

      In the end, I ended up with a hot mug between my palms sitting next to Ayanna, while Adair held his sitting on the bench across from us.

      The lure hung inside the black hole, as unmoving as the silence which had settled inside the shack. Not the awkward one where nobody knew what else to say. It was more like the kind of silence we all appreciated at that moment, where each one of us sunk deep into our own thoughts during a cold night warmed only by fire.

      While Uncle Peter continued to stare at our unsuccessful fishing attempt, I couldn’t help but glance over at Adair. He held his mug between his hands, his feet on the bench and his knees rising in front of him like a protective shield.

      My ribcage tightened around my lungs, compressed by a fear I had ignored. What if Adair wanted more than sex? What if he fell in love with me?

      “Ruth?” Ayanna’s voice pulled me out of my thoughts.

      “Huh?”

      “Do you believe the Districts burned those people?”

      I let my hand dart for hers and our fingers intertwined. “After what happened to Darya, and after all the things pastor William and Max told me… Yeah. I think it was us. I wish councilwoman Kenya was still around. For some reason, I feel things wouldn’t be as bad if she still sat on the council.”

      She took a deep breath, let go of my hand and wiggled herself free from the blanket. “I wanna go home now.”

      “It’s time for us as well,” Adair said, then turned his attention to Uncle Peter. “You’re okay to drive? Oriel will be pissed if you crash a snowmobile. It’s getting harder and harder to find parts for maintenance and repairs.”

      “You know what,” Uncle Peter said under the release of one deep, long breath, the bottle-head poking into his temple. “I’ll stay here a little longer. Don’t worry about me, though. I’ll be fine.”

      We scrambled our things together and packed them back into the wooden crates, which the guys fastened onto the snowmobiles. Ten minutes later, River and Ayanna drove off.

      “You’re not really gonna leave him here. Are you?” I asked Adair and pointed at the crooked door of the shack. “What if he falls to sleep and dies of hypothermia or something?”

      “He’ll be fine. Besides, I’ve got plans for you and me once we’re home,” Adair said and handed me my helmet. “I left him enough wood behind to heat the shack for the night. Whatever he is working out in his thoughts is obviously requesting some time alone. Considering what he went through, I assume that’s not too much to ask.”

      I swung myself onto the snowmobile behind him, my hands eager to wrap around his athletic body. “You know, sometimes I wonder why you’re so harsh when others are around, and the total opposite when you’re only with me.”

      He took the helmet from me and placed it on my head. “I’ve got to stick up to my reputation, don’t I? Remember, I’m a jerk.”
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      After I parked the snowmobile by the side of the house, Ruth and I sneaked inside on our toes, making sure not to wake my sister.

      Once we reached the living room, I turned around and cupped her face. “Are you ready for this?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      My breath stalled when she pressed her body against mine, her nose rubbing against my chest as if she’d picked up on a scent.

      “Not here.”

      Our hands intertwined, and I led her to my bedroom, my cock swelling upward against the waist of my pants. I reminded myself that I had fired twice today already. Once when I ate her, and once before we left for the lake. If this was enough preparation for what was to come, I couldn’t tell, but my hopes were high, and so was my willingness to prove myself.

      Once inside my room, I pulled her back against me. The shape of her body against mine made heat surge inside me, and I feared it would burn me alive if I wouldn’t come inside her tonight.

      I picked her up with care and carried her over to my bed, our lips pressed against each other in an intense storm of kisses. We didn’t waste any time on being shy this time around, because I had seen everything of her and she had seen everything of me.

      After I took off my shirt, pants, and briefs, I climbed on top of her as the only thing left on her body was her panty. I pulled it down with one hand, kissing her knee and the inside of the thighs.

      I lowered myself between her legs, my cock stiff and impatient, and watched in awe how she wrapped her hand around my shaft to guide me.

      Her fist ran along the veins, rubbing the head of my cock against her wet cunt. “Adair…”

      The way she moaned my name made me want to take her right then and there. I dropped one hand onto her waist and pulled her pelvis against me, making an inch or less of my cock disappear between her folds.

      “Fuck, you have no idea how many times I thought about this moment,” I said. “Are you ready for me? Do you want to feel me again?”

      “Yes,” she moaned, and right as I put more pressure against her entrance, she continued, “but…”

      I froze, the constraint that single word placed on me turning my body into a trembling mess. “But what? You changed your mind?”

      “No!” she blurted and rocked herself against me as if to underline her answer. “It’s just… I understand you want to find a wife.”

      “So?”

      “I want to make sure you understand that I won’t be that. This is just —”

      “No, I get it, don’t worry. This is just fucking.” I said it with confidence, but something inside me responded with a hint of dread. I ignored it.

      A wife might have been the ultimate goal. But if this was all I got I’d take it gladly, and still be luckier than most guys.

      I stroked my hand through her hair. “I want you to know that I will go slow for now, okay? Only because I kinda still consider you a virgin, considering I spent less than a minute inside you last time.”

      Something hopeful danced behind her beautiful eyes. “And then?”

      “And then I want to fuck you, and this time I’ll decide on the pace.”

      “Adair, please…”

      The way she moaned my name again did it for me, and I slowly pushed inside of her. I could barely keep it together and felt my load collecting at the tip of my cock, but I closed my eyes and focused on my breathing.

      For the last couple of months, I had figured I’d never find a woman. Now I had one wrapped around my body, begging to feel me with her legs pulling me in.

      Each time I drove deeper, her moans stretched longer, and she mumbled little mmh’s and uuh’s underneath her breath. I dug my hands into her waist, lifted her up, and worked her against me each time I gave a pump.

      “You’ve got no idea what I want to do to you… but you’re about to find out.”

      I let one hand wander across her pubic bone, letting my thumb push down onto her clit at each of my thrusts. She whimpered and arched her back, slithering her body from one side to the other.

      I pulled out and pushed myself back onto my knees. “Get up.”

      She did as told and kneeled in front of me, her eyes trained on my cock, the milky-white froth of our lovemaking rimmed along the base.

      Without hesitation, she lowered herself down and let her tongue run along the tip, licking it clean and showing me the results.

      I cupped her cheek. “Fuck, how did you learn —”

      “Do you remember how you rescued me in that alley? The night you came for us?”

      “I’ll never forget it.”

      “I had a book that contained everything I could have possibly done with your body.”

      I gaped down at her. “Everything?”

      She let her tongue trail along my shaft, then swallowed whatever had collected on it. “Everything.”

      “So where’s that damn book?”

      “You made me leave it behind.”

      “Oh, damn it…” I slung my hand around the back of her head and pulled her against my crotch once more. “How about you show me what you remember?”

      She took my dick inside her mouth, twirling her tongue around the head only to push her tip inside my hole a little right after. I leaned my body slightly back, witnessing with satisfaction how her mouth took me half in.

      “Less teeth, baby.”

      She looked up at me. “But how? You’ll have to show me. You’re the one who watched porn for sixteen years after all.”

      “It’s porn. Not the damn cooking channel. They don’t exactly give instructions.” I leaned over and placed a kiss on her wet lips. “I can’t show you anything. We can only try to figure it out together.”

      She nodded and took me into her mouth once more, pulling her lips in and gulping up and down my cock. This was pure bliss. After a while, I allowed myself the occasional thrust, fucking her mouth with all its splendor. Other than that, I gave her complete control, leaned back, and observed how she sucked me closer to the edge. My balls tightened, and her lips milked my shaft until my cum seemingly reached the very top once more.

      I cupped her chin. “Stop…”

      She backed up and gave a nod, then placed her arms onto my shoulders and gestured me to lie down. Eager to feel me once more, she mounted me, and I grabbed myself to help guide back inside of her.

      She rode me slow at first, adjusting her thighs and rotating her hips as she rocked against me. “Am I doing this right?”

      “You must be because it feels freaking amazing!”

      She gifted me a satisfied smile, moving faster and deeper. Fuck. The mere sight of her taking me all in tripled the pleasure of her tight, wet cunt, making me grab for her beautiful curves and knead her breasts.

      “Adair…” she moaned once more, and I realized among all the sweet sounds escaping her mouth, my name coming from her lips sounded the best.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off her and how she used my body to chase her own height of pleasure, grinding, and rocking and bumping her clit against my cock.

      “Ah…” she moaned and pressed her eyes shut.

      Then she released another ah…

      If she tried to push my name across her quivering lips once more I couldn’t tell, because she pouted them now and arched her back, losing herself in the haze of her orgasm.

      “This is beautiful to watch,” I said, taking a few deep breaths and resisting the urge to come as well with the way her walls squeezed my shaft.

      “How was that?” I asked and let her ride out whatever trembles she had left.

      “It was… it was…” She gulped. “You felt so good inside of me, and I couldn’t stop it.”

      “I know that feeling. Now hold on to me.”

      “What?”

      I pushed myself up and rocked us over to the edge of the mattress, only to stand up with her legs slung around my waist and her arms holding on to my neck.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      I walked us across the room and pressed her back against the wall. “Making up for my… what did you call it? Premature ejaculation?”

      I grabbed her thighs and gave a thrust, the resistance of the wall allowing my cock to go deep and hard.

      “Ah… I don’t think I can keep going,” she moaned.

      I pumped inside of her again and sucked on her hard nipple. “I thought you wanted me to last longer. After all, you scratched my pride a bit that night, and now I have to take it back.”

      After pausing for several breaths, I gave five hard thrusts and fucked her against the wall, making her face scrunch up, overwhelming her with pleasure.

      “No!” she shouted.

      “No?”

      She strained her arms and rocked against me. “Yes! Please… Adair.”

      “What do you want me to do, baby?”

      “Fuck me!”

      “That’s right.” I lowered my lips onto hers, and we exchanged a kiss. “I told you I’d fuck you today, and I guarantee you this won’t be over quick. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve got it right there for you, but you won’t get it until you apologized.”

      I began rocking again and shoved her beautiful, firm ass against the wall. After a while, I held nothing back and thrust inside of her as hard as my legs would let me, demanding her moans and whimpers and yelps.

      Our hips joined in a smooth rhythm, rolling along each other in deep and intense thrusts. She tousled my hair and lost kisses somewhere inside my beard, tightening once more around me the deeper I went. Each thrust I gave sent an ache across my shaft, and I knew I couldn’t hold it much longer. Fuck. I wanted to blow and empty my cock inside her.

      Instead, I clenched my ass, stopped, and held back for another breath. “Apologize!”

      She rolled her hips into a desperate circular motion, trying to rebuild that friction I took. “I’m sorry for being a bitch that night.”

      I rewarded her with a grind against her crotch. “Am I aroused enough for you? Too aroused?”

      “You’re perfect…” she whimpered, her body trembling against mine, engulfed in desire only I might satisfy now.

      “That’s right. I’m perfect for you… and nobody else.”

      I placed my lips onto hers once more and kissed her wild and rough, pumping inside of her as she met my every move. Her body turned rigid against me once more. I drove deeper, faster.

      “Oh…” She took a deep breath, only to shout my name the very next moment. “Adair…”

      I swung my palm onto her mouth to muffle her scream, then pounded against her body until a shudder and a growl shouted through my body at the same time.

      “Shit… I’m coming, baby. Feel how I’m coming inside you!”

      My final thrust stayed deep-rooted, and I let her cunt milk the seed from my shaft, the deep release letting an even deeper satisfaction settle onto my body.

      She shoved my hand off her mouth and let her upper body collapse against mine, her head nestled between my neck and shoulder.

      After I had recovered my breath, I stroked my fingers through her hair and pushed us away from the wall, my legs shaky and weak.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      Heavy puffs burst from her lungs, followed by, “Uh-huh.”

      I carried her over to my bed and placed her down, my cum spilling out of her as soon as my cock slipped out. Exhausted and trembled by heaves, she lay on her back and folded her hands behind her head.

      Once I had nestled myself against her, I pulled her into my arm and stroked her soft skin along her stomach. “So… what’s the judgment? Think I redeemed myself?”

      “By a million. This was the craziest and best experience of my life, and so much better than I imagined it to be.”

      “Did I give you what you wanted?”

      “More.”

      We lay cradled against each other for a while, sucking the air into our oxygen-deprived bodies and calming our pounding hearts. All the while, I played with her hand, letting our fingers intertwine, release, and connect once more.

      A certain serenity settled down on me, and I indulged in the deep satisfaction her body had left behind on mine. Not only physically. For the first time in years, or perhaps even forever, my mind settled into a state of content. I had claimed a woman as mine, even if it would only be for a little while.

      “Tell me about your mom,” she said eventually, rolling onto her side and resting her head against my chest.

      “My mom?” I thought for a second, each memory pushing back into mind slowing my breath. “I’m not sure what’s there to say about her other than the fact that she cut me a lot of slack growing up.”

      “How that?”

      “Hm, she only ever asked two things of me. To protect my sister, and to protect the women.”

      “Right, because we’re so weak out here.”

      I lifted my head and bore my eyes into her. “We’re not protecting you because you’re weak. We’re protecting you because you are the most precious thing we have.”

      Her eyes drifted away from mine, but the hint of a nod rested on her chin. “And your dad?”

      I lowered my head back onto the pillow. “The complete opposite. No slack there.”

      Her hand wandered onto my chest where she let her fingertips trace along the outline of my muscles. Like that, she waited patiently until the knot in my throat untangled.

      “He was the local teacher until he passed away. I spent my days crouched over books and my nights sparring until I dropped exhausted into bed.”

      “I’m sorry he was so tough on you…”

      Her voice trailed off, and for a short while my mind followed.

      “I didn’t care that he was tough on me,” I went on. “What bothered me was the fact that I was the best of all, and yet it was never good enough for him. I was never good enough.”

      “You were the best tonight.” She placed a gentle kiss onto my cheek, then nestled her head against me once more. “And Hazel? Was he that strict with her as well?”

      I let out a laugh. “He damn well tried I can guarantee you that. But Hazel and I are very different. I am the tidy, smart, shunned son. She’s the messy rebel.”

      “Not sure what’s worse, that you called yourself smart or that you pretty much called her stupid.”

      “Not stupid.” I smirked. “But she’s spoiled and feels a bit too entitled at times. And now it’s only fair if you tell me why you don’t want to marry.”

      Her body stiffened against my arm and made an unexpected coldness settle on my skin.

      “I’m not asking for myself,” I reassured her and gave a tug on her shoulder. “But I’m genuinely curious.”

      “Marriage seems so strange to me and outdated. Maybe because they’ve been outlawed for so long in the Districts, and I’ve never seen a couple until I came here.”

      “That didn’t stop Ayanna from getting married. Or Max.”

      “That’s different.”

      No matter how subtle the movement was, her body now inched away from me.

      “Ayanna’s parents were one of the last married couples,” she continued. “And Max is an entirely different case altogether. I only ever knew my mom, or whatever snippets I remember of her. Mostly, I remember growing up in a community home surrounded by people who cared about me.”

      “Now see, that seems strange to me. I wouldn’t want someone else to raise my child.”

      “But you were part of the Newgenics program.” She pushed herself up to sit, the warmth of her body nothing but a cold memory now. “Chances are you have a child in the Districts. Or even more than one. And you’re not raising it.”

      My heartbeat turned ragged inside my ears. “Which is why I never wanted to donate, but it wasn’t exactly my choice. You’ve got no idea how many times I wondered if I’ve got a son or a daughter out there, or how much it pissed me off that I can’t be there as his or her dad.”

      “But the community homes will take care of them if there are any,” she said while she climbed off the bed, gathered her things and dressed.

      “I get that. But I was hoping I would get to raise my own children one day, and make sure I’d do better than my dad did.”

      “That’s a bit selfish, don’t you think?” She walked over to the door, her hand resting on the knob. “Wanting to raise your child so that you can get the satisfaction of being better.”

      “Anyway.” I pointed at the empty side next to me. “You know you could stay here tonight, right? Hazel will leave early, and she wouldn’t notice.”

      She smiled. “Thanks for offering but you know that’s not what I came for. But I want you to know that I loved every second of this, and I hope we can repeat it soon.”

      “Until you’re sick of me or our time runs out… whatever comes first.”

      Another smile. Then she left, and the door closed, leaving me behind entirely satisfied but still somehow wanting — what for I couldn’t say.
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      Trucks and snowmobiles stood parked along the edge of the forest, and the frozen surface of Wolf Lake glittered underneath the morning sun.

      River and Uncle Peter had patched up some ice-shacks, and people waited in line in front of one to rent ice skates. Those who had been too impatient now skittered across the lake in their boots, the laughter of the children hollering through the event and shattering against the surrounding mountain.

      Peggy held her nose higher and sniffed the air. “I can tell they got funnel cakes somewhere.”

      “There’s also salted fish over there.” Max pointed at the shack across from us, his other hand tightly wrapped around Autumn’s hip. “They got delicious smoked ribs, too!”

      “River is getting me a bit of everything right now. You can try some of mine if you want,” Ayanna added and swung her arm around Peggy.

      Adair walked up to us; both hands held high with a pair of ice skates dangling from each of them. “They might be too big for you, but they didn’t have any of the smaller sizes left.”

      I grunted. “I was hoping they had run out already, so I could get out of this. You want me to embarrass myself in front of you.”

      “A little bit of humiliation every now and then makes for a well-rounded character.” He handed me a pair with a cunning smirk on his face. “You’re not easily impressed anymore, and I feel like I have to do something about that. But I also thought of a way to make it easier for you.”

      Heat spread into my cheeks, and I took my ice skates with clammy hands inside my gloves.

      Adair and I had spent the last two weeks being friends during the day and lovers at night. We explored each other’s bodies and tried out every possible position, encouraged by the familiarity between us.

      “Can I have a word with you, Adair?” Rowan’s voice came from behind us, and we all swung around.

      Adair gave me a wink and pointed at my skates; then he walked away with Rowan. The way they held their heads together told me it must have been important, and Adair nodded occasionally and rubbed his palm across his beard.

      “Okay, now that it’s just us,” Autumn said and stared at me, “I need you to tell me how you got him to calm down.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Ayanna furrowed her brows. “I think she means Adair.”

      Autumn swung her hands up. “Good, so I’m not the only one who noticed. You see it too, don’t you?”

      Ayanna’s eyes widened, and she gave a few exaggerated nods.

      “See what?” I asked.

      Autumn grabbed Max’s arms and slung them around her bigger-each-day baby bump. “Not sure how to explain it, but Adair seems so much more content lately. Almost mellow.”

      “Yeah,” Ayanna added. “River mentioned it as well. Said Adair doesn’t feel challenged all the time anymore and is just overall easier to deal with.”

      “You’re not doing anything we wouldn’t be doing, right?” Max asked, sending Autumn, Ayanna, and especially Peggy into giggles.

      In the meantime, my heart stopped for a second, then continued at an alarming pace. Four pairs of eyes were on me, and each one of them made me worry a wrong shift of my body might reveal our secret.

      “Nothing is going on between us if that’s what you mean.” I cleared my throat and focused on collecting my thoughts, making sure my next words would come out slow and convincing. “For what it’s worth, Adair has been like that ever since I met him. My guess is he either didn’t show it, or you guys simply didn’t pay attention.”

      “Maybe being your guard gave him somewhat of a purpose,” Max said. “Making him feel less restless.”

      “Purpose?” Autumn gave a snort. “He’s one of the best men this Clan has. If there’s anyone with a purpose in this village, it’s him.”

      Max stroked his hand over her tummy and placed a kiss on the top of her head. “I mean a purpose beyond those things.”

      “They’re coming back,” Ayanna mumbled, scattering our looks across the event.

      Rowan pointed at Autumn, his eyes squinted and his forehead in lines. “You’re not going on the lake like that, right?”

      “No worries, I won’t let her,” Max said. “But let me assure you she put up a fight when I told her it’s too risky.”

      “Nothing ever happens with my sister that doesn’t include a good fight,” he chuckled, then his face turned grim, and his gaze darted across the many clansmen who had assembled for the event. “Anyway, have fun while it lasts.”

      He walked away and headed toward his wife Darya, who pulled their daughter Rose on a makeshift sled across the snow.

      I gave Adair a questioning stare. “Why did he sound as if he’s expecting trouble?”

      He brushed his hair back into the bun on top of his head and rearranged his scarf. “There’s always trouble when everyone comes together. It’s difficult for some men to see all the women, married couples and the kiddos. Reminds them of what they will likely never have. Add a couple of beers to it or a big jug of mead and… well, you got trouble.”

      He sat down on a large piece of driftwood which protruded frozen from the edge of the lake, pulled off his boots and stomped his feet into his pair of ice skates.

      “Well…” I released a sharp breath and gave everyone around me a quick wave. “Guess I won’t get around it, so I better go get it out of the way.”

      I sat on the ground, inches away from the ice, and let my feet slip into the large ice skates. Then I rolled onto all fours and pushed myself up, flailing my hands in circles by my side until I found my balance.

      Before I stepped onto the ice, Adair stacked four plastic crates on top of each other and tied them together with strings of rope.

      “Check this out.” He gave a shove, and the plastic edge moved gracefully across the surface. “My dad made us one of those when he taught us. Just hold on to it, and I’ll take the other side and stabilize it for you.”

      He grabbed the corners and led it toward me, a bright-eyed look on his face.

      I leaned over slightly and held on to the edge, balancing one skate on the slick surface. “I don’t know, Adair. There’s so much going on here, and everyone’s all over the place, and the kids are screaming, and —”

      “Hey. Look at me!” He leaned in closer. The moment his blue eyes locked with mine, a curious flutter settled inside my stomach. “I might not be able to hold you, but trust me when I say that I got you, okay?”

      “Mmh… okay.”

      I dragged the other blade onto the ice, my knees wobbling as soon as he pulled the crate gently into motion.

      He gifted me one of those sincere smiles he didn’t often show outside of our home. “See, it’s not nearly as difficult. Try to keep your blades straight and level with the ice, and don’t let your legs turn too stiff or you’ll struggle with the ridges on the ice.”

      “What ridges?”

      Cha-clunk.

      A vibration swayed my calves.

      I threw myself against the crate, my legs tense, and my fingers digging into the diamond-weave of the brittle plastic.

      “Eaaasy,” Adair whispered. “Loosen up those legs, or you’ll land with your ass on the ice at the very next one. I can already see it coming.”

      “I wish you could hold me.”

      “Well, yeah…” He leaned forward, his fingers shoving inside his gloves. “You realize I can’t, or I’d have my hands all over you already.”

      “Stop distracting me.” Familiar longing swirled up inside of me, adding trembling knees to my already shaky stance. “How come you’re gliding backward without turning around, and I can’t even manage to keep my balance?”

      “Because I’ve done this all my childhood.”

      The sound of metal scratching across the frozen lake surrounded us, but each man, woman, and child passing by was nothing but a blurred outline in the corners of my eyes. Adair’s cheerful face was the only thing I could focus on, along with the way his eyes sparkled as he pulled me across the surface.

      “Faster?” he asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “That’s close enough to a yes.”

      He swung his legs behind him, one after another, putting on speed and guiding me across the ice. The more my mouth turned upward, the more his eyes brightened. At that moment, I wanted to be close to him, and the fear of the consequences barely held me back.

      Or perhaps it didn’t hold me back at all, because Rowan’s angry voice bellowed from somewhere at the edge of the lake. “Six fucking feet, Adair!”

      Adair startled and gave a shove against the crates, throwing me off-balance.

      Cha-clunk.

      Another ridge, ripping the icy ground from underneath me. My eyes squinted at the sun and the occasional cloud in my brief state of zero-gravity. One sputtered breath later, a clonk resounded inside my head, and a dull pressure spread across the back of my skull.

      “Ruth!” Adair’s voice called out.

      After that came a silence.

      Silence and the sensation of gritty snow rubbing against my cheeks, the ice crystals scraping along my skin.

      “Shit, shit, shit.” Fingers snapped inches from my nose. “Can you hear me? Please say something!”

      “Ouch!”

      He gave a shaky laugh, concern still furrowing his brows. “You can say that out loud! Damn it. I am so sorry, Ruth, I shouldn’t have gone faster.”

      I rubbed my wet gloves across my eyes and kept them shut for a moment. “This is so embarrassing. Can you help me up please?”

      His answer took longer than I liked, and came with nothing short of agony lining his face. “You know I can’t, but Hazel is already running over. She’ll make sure you’re alright.”

      “What a fucking shitbag you are,” came from behind me. “Goes around acting all tough but can’t even keep this girl safe from his own stupidity.”

      The more I tilted my head back, the more the source of the voice came into view. Fists clenched by his sides, an upside-down Uncle Peter stood behind me, his lips shoving and pouting.

      My eyes darted to Adair, anxiety swirling up inside my stomach.

      He shook his head, slowly and deliberately, his eyes wide. “I really don’t think this is a good time for it. How about you wait until —”

      “This is the perfect time for it, considering you just let one of the few women we got hit the ice. What kind of guard does that?”

      “Alright then.” Adair took a deep breath, worked himself onto the metal blades of his skates, and cocked his head. “You’ve got a problem with how I’m doing my job?”

      Uncle Peter skillfully skated around me and moved the tension a few feet away.

      I pushed myself up to sit. “Adair!”

      “No, you stay there.” He gestured me to stay down. “You’re safe. Don’t worry.”

      I didn’t worry. At least not about myself. Though the unexpected tone of Uncle Peter had me rattled. He had never talked like that before…

      From afar, Rowan and Hazel hurried to the lake, their boots inching across the slick surface. Women and children either kept their distance or left the lake, while most men stopped their doing and watched us with their arms crossed in front of their chests.

      “Ben was right at the store,” Uncle Peter continued. “What makes you so special that you get to be her guard, while I and the other men go empty-handed? How about you hand her over to me? At least I would have made sure she doesn’t get hurt on the ice.”

      “Oh, you think you’re better than me?”

      “Did she let you fuck her?”

      Uncle Peter’s question drained the blood from my veins and replaced it with an easily-forgotten truth: out here, a woman was only as strong as the men who protected her.

      Adair’s nostrils flared up. “What? No! You need to pump the brake before —”

      “If Rowan would have assigned me as her guard, I bet I’d have my child in her belly by now, and she’d still beg for more.”

      “Don’t talk about her like that!”

      “She’d suck me day and night because she’d know I’ll keep her safe. But Rowan didn’t make me her guard, did he?” Uncle Peter snorted and swung his fists onto his hips. “He assigned you arrogant prick, and that’s a fucking waste of a fine woman, considering she won’t let you claim her. You know why that is?”

      Adair’s chest heaved. “Why?”

      Uncle Peter thrust his wiry chest out and let his metal blades glide toward Adair until the only thing separating them was the malicious sneer on his face. “Because she knows you’re not good enough for her.”

      “Shut your mouth!” Adair shoved against Uncle Peter’s chest who slid backward by a couple of feet. “She belongs to me. Okay? She’s mine, and now you better back the fuck up before —”

      “Before what?” a guy snarled from the edge of the crowd, his lips pulled back and his teeth flashing. “You don’t know it yet, but you’re on the losing side here, boy. And once that’s been remedied, we’ll find that girl here a proper man.”

      Uncle Peter pressed his lips together and glanced around uneasily, picking up his fists and dropping them as if his mind debated over what to do next.

      All the while, the blood inside my veins seemed to freeze, but the sensation of it had nothing on the chill of Adair’s look — a mismatched blend of pride and shame and fury.

      “Ehh…” Uncle Peter stammered. “What does she want with a guy like you anyway? You’re nothing but a fucking jerk, Adair. You know what Ruth needs? A guy who can show her a good time, instead of letting her hit her head on the ice.”

      I glanced around for help, but most people had left the lake and observed from a safe distance by the edge. Rowan’s shouts hollered louder with each second, but not yet close enough to cut through the hostile air choking on my neck.

      From there, it all went fast.

      Adair let out a paralyzing shout. He kicked his blade against Uncle Peters ankle, who pulled back his leg and flailed for balance. The guy’s punch came as fast as it came unexpected, and Adair let out a breathless oomph while the fist ground against his ribs.

      “No!” my scream catapulted from the back of my throat without consent, leaving behind a taste of fear and desperation.

      Uncle Peter’s eyes darted between Adair and that guy, his lips tightly pressed together and with a jitter on his leg. He pressed his eyes shut, bent his knees, then throw himself against Adair full force, throwing them both onto the rock-hard ground.

      “Stop this insanity!” Rowan shouted, only feet away from intervention.

      “Help him!” came out of me, my worry for Adair so palpable in those two words, the taste brought me to the edge of unconsciousness.

      “Help him?” Rowan bellowed. “He’s killing Peter!”

      My head swung around. The other guy was gone. But there in front of me, Adair sat on top of Uncle Peter, punching his fist against his jaw with such force, I feared it might go right through him.

      Blood splattered onto the frozen surface of Wolf Lake, forming little veins as it traveled across the ice.

      “Stop it!” Rowan shouted.

      Adair let out a scream, then picked up his fist once more.

      Two seconds later, he dangled from Rowan’s arms which he held tightly wrapped around Adair’s neck.

      Hazel threw herself onto her knees and slid those final few inches toward me. “Are you okay?”

      “He’s choking him!”

      Hazel didn’t bother turning around to look. Instead, she gave a quick snort and flashed a bright light into my eyes. “He’s just getting him to calm down. Once they get into a fight, it’s hard for some to keep it together and they go all out. Are you nauseous?”

      I shook my head, watching how Adair scrambled onto all fours, coughing, and heaving and struggling for air. A mix of spit and saliva drooled over the edge of Uncle Peter’s lips, dripping onto the ground and speckling the lake.

      “This was fucking amazing,” Rowan whispered with a huge grin on his face, but it still didn’t measure up with my confusion.

      “This sure looked realistic,” he went on. “Though I gotta say, I’m not sure that punch was necessary, Adair. I’ll stop by later, and we’ll discuss it all.”

      Adair struggled himself onto his feet. Then he pointed at me, his voice hoarse and depleted. “Get in the truck! I’m taking you home.”
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      “What do you mean with this was all staged?” Ruth grabbed the towel-wrapped ice cubes from the coffee table, lifted my shirt and let the freezing cold press against my ribs.

      A paralyzing sensation crept across my skin and penetrated into my side, numbing the throbbing pain. Never did I expect Uncle Peter might pack a punch like that.

      “Remember the day Rowan had us meet at the graveyard?” I asked, and waited until she pulled her knees against her chest and gave a nod. “He persuaded me to get into a fight with Uncle Peter, so he can infiltrate whatever group is plotting against him.”

      “So… you made me fall on purpose?”

      “What? No! It was an accident, and I already told you I’m sorry. This was just terrible timing, but I guess Uncle Peter saw it as the best opportunity and did as Rowan commanded.”

      She flipped the towel and placed the other side back onto my skin. “Well, Rowan was right. It looked very realistic.”

      I stared down at my side where a cluster of tiny red dots spread from underneath the towel, turning more and more purple each second I looked at it. More painful, too!

      “Nothing I can’t handle. It’s just a bruise.”

      “I wasn’t so much talking about you,” she said, a hint of criticism lining her tone. “The way you attacked Uncle Peter with no restraint… and the blood…”

      “I’m sorry you had to see that.”

      “It’s not that.” She gestured me to press the towel against my body. Then shoved herself all the way to the other end of the couch, pulled her knees against her chest once more, and wrapped them tightly in her arms. “Was it necessary to beat him up like that? It’s just that… I don’t know… the rage in your eyes and the things you said about how I am yours. It made me feel… weird.”

      The paralyzing numbness climbed through my ribs and into my core as if Ruth had caught on to something I hoped didn’t exist.

      Truth was, I spent the past hour wondering how much of my performance was staged… and how much real. Way too real. Fuck. The twitching along my tendons when I leaned over Uncle Peter was so damn real, I knew better than to tell Ruth the truth. Chances were she’d fear our intimate arrangement created a sense of claim inside me. Or worse, she might assume I was falling for her.

      The muscles around my heart clenched. Luckily, a knock on the door and the shuffle of feet ripped me out of my thoughts, and released my chest from this unwelcome sensation.

      Ruth shook her head as if she had to rid herself of her own cloud of thoughts, marched over to the door and let Rowan step inside. Uncle Peter followed right behind him, his jaw purple and puffy and far worse than I had expected.

      “Mind if we sit down?” Rowan asked and pointed at the three-seater across from me.

      The springs on the couch screeched when Uncle Peter let himself fall deep into the cushion. He swung his legs onto the coffee table, one foot crossed above the other, making an unfinished game of chess vibrate under the movement.

      “Make sure you don’t move the pieces.” I pointed at my queen. “There’s still a chance I’ll win this one.”

      “No, there isn’t,” Ruth said with a smirk on her face and sat back down, bringing feet between us that felt a whole lot like miles to me.

      “I’ve got good news and bad ones.” Rowan sat down and leaned forward, his elbows resting on his thighs. “Good ones first. Adair, you did not break Uncle Peter’s jaw, and Hazel said the molar that now wiggles will root itself back down. Get where I’m going here?”

      He eyed me like the pointy end of a knife, his brows bumping at the center of his forehead, and his foot tapping an impatient beat.

      I looked over to Uncle Peter, who held his palm against his temple as if compressing a migraine, his gaze everywhere but on me.

      “I’m sorry I lost control out there,” I mumbled.

      Rowan swung his hand behind his ear and cocked his head. “Sorry… couldn’t quite catch that. You were saying?”

      I took a deep breath. “I said I’m sorry, okay? But he punched me first.”

      “I had to make it look realistic!” Uncle Peter shouted.

      “Well so did I! You went way overboard with what you said. Talking about Ruth like that with other people around. Where did you pick up that kind of talk, anyway? Is that how you spent your time while you were alone out there?”

      He turned his head as far as his spine allowed him and let the couch swallow him half, his fingers pulling the chaffed skin on his lower lip. “I’m not proud of it, okay?”

      “We didn’t come to talk about past regrets.” The moment Rowan had spoken those words, there was nothing left behind but an uncomfortable silence, the tick of the wall clock the only thing making it bearable.

      “It’s no secret I ran with the wrong crowd for a while,” Uncle Peter continued, his voice ragged and his gaze in a place that was nowhere near this room. Then he shook his head and looked at Ruth. “I’m sorry for the things I said in front of you, but I hope you understand why I didn’t have another choice.”

      She gave him a sad smile. “I figured something wasn’t right. You’ve always been kind and good before that.”

      “Ha…” Uncle Peter’s laugh trailed off quicker than it had blurted out of him. “There’s nothing kind about me, and certainly nothing good.”

      “You want me to call in a shrink?” Rowan asked and let his gaze flick upward. “Feels like a group meeting for the deplorable here, and I haven’t even dropped the bad news yet.”

      I took the ice cubes off my side, stood up and reached it to Uncle Peter, who took it with a dip of his head and shoved it against his jaw.

      “So…” I leaned back into the couch. “What’s the bad news, then?”

      “They approached Uncle Peter and took him right in,” Rowan said.

      “But isn’t that what you wanted?”

      He rubbed his hands, clutched his fingers, and gave his upper lip a good chew. “It’s what I wanted, alright. But it turns out the group is much bigger than I expected.”

      “How much bigger?”

      Rowan hesitated for a moment. “Forty-seven men.”

      The muscles along my arms tensed and the room seemed to dim around me, perhaps because I knew all too well that a bullet was never easy to fire — left alone forty-seven.

      “What are you going to do with them?” Ruth asked.

      Her question hung in the room with such innocence, for a second it replaced all blood inside my veins with a liquid kind of shame.

      “He’ll execute them,” I said quick and to the point, because no words would make it sound any less fucked up than it was.

      Her eyes sought mine as if I could make the facts of our world less cruel or somehow less real. “All forty-seven?”

      My neck strained itself into the hint of a nod, only saved by Rowan’s voice. “Well… that’s the thing. Two of those men have wives. One of them with children.”

      “Why would married men rebel against you?” I asked.

      “What the fuck do I know?” Rowan hiked is shoulders and gave a low grunt. “All I can tell you is this: I ain’t gonna kill two married men, and place their wives and kids in a vulnerable situation.”

      Uncle Peter let his head fall into his palm, squinting his eyes and squeezing the bridge of his nose between his fingers. “If you don’t execute them, they’ll come back for you. I’ve seen it many times, and it’s always —”

      “God damnit, I said no, and it’s time for you to shut your mouth about it,” Rowan snarled.

      Uncle Peter slumped back, his lips pressed into a line so thin, no other word broke free. All the while, Ruth rocked back and forth, her listless eyes on the game of chess we had abandoned last night in favor of sex.

      “Is that all?” I asked after a while. “Or you need me to take another one for the team?”

      Rowan pushed himself up, cocked his head, and let his eyes search for Ruth’s. “Did he explain why we couldn’t tell you?”

      She blinked and let her gaze return to the here and now. “Yeah, I understand.”

      Rowan gave a couple of nods and strolled over to the door, Uncle Peter following closely behind him.

      “When?” I asked.

      The way Rowan sucked in a sharp breath showed me that my one-word-question had implied it all. The dirt. The ugliness. And the weary load that came with it.

      “I’ll send men to arrest them tonight. Their execution will be first thing tomorrow morning, so make sure you’re there.”

      They stepped outside, but before Uncle Peter pulled the door shut behind him, he turned around once more, his head low and his stare bottoming out somewhere close to Ruth’s toes.

      “Again, I’m sorry for the things I said in your presence.” He hesitated for a moment and stammered a, “I wasn’t always like that” into his scarf. Then he hurried away.

      I walked into the kitchen, filled the kettle, and put it on the stove. Tsk, tsk, tsk. The propane threw up a glistening blue flame underneath the black enamel. “Tea?”

      “Yes,” came from behind me, followed by Ruth’s arms slinging around my waist.

      She leaned herself against my back, the pressure of her cheek against my shoulder blade spreading a familiar warmth across my body.

      “What’s on your mind?” she asked.

      “Hm?”

      “I mean with those executions and all.”

      I shrugged, making her reposition her head against me. “This is the way things are out here. Nothing else to say about it.”

      She said nothing for a while. Instead, she rubbed her face across the fabric of my shirt as if she tried to cover herself in my scent, letting her hands run up and down along my back. Two seconds later, her hand fell onto the stove knob and killed the flame dead.

      “I have a better idea,” she said and pressed herself in front of me. “Let’s take a bath together.”

      “A bath? Why?”

      She closed her eyes and placed a kiss onto my lips. “Because I see you feel way stronger about those executions than you let on, and I don’t want you to worry about that today. Maybe a bath will take your mind off of it.”

      Warmth blossomed somewhere between my third and fourth rib. I noticed right away; it didn’t come from my bruise. Neither was it the kind of heat I felt when we fucked. Even after I stared at her beautiful face for what must have been several minutes, I didn’t understand what it was or where it came from.

      But I realized at that moment how this month we had spent together made her know me better than anyone else. Perhaps even better than I knew myself. I spent the entire time of filling up the tub contemplating if that was a good thing… or not.

      It took almost fifteen minutes to fill the old clawfoot tub, the drain covered in age-old rust and the white glaze inside roughed down.

      Ruth let her clothes glide to the floor without a second thought, leaned over the edge and let her hand swish through the water. “We better think of an excuse right away in case Hazel comes back.”

      “I took a bath and couldn’t get out without help because my ribs hurt so bad?”

      Her nose scrunched up. “Nobody would believe that.”

      “Alright.” I stripped down and tossed my stuff into the hamper in the corner. “How about you wanted to take a bath, and I wanted to be around in case you have a concussion, so you wouldn’t drown.”

      She stepped into the tub, lowered herself down, and leaned back against the metal. “Still a pretty bad excuse, but I don’t think we’ll find anything better.”

      I climbed into the water and gestured her to move. “I’m no expert, but I think you’re supposed to sit in front of me. You know… the strong man in the back, supporting your body and all.”

      She grabbed my cock and gave a tug, a playful grin shoving the corners of her mouth. “You don’t always have to be the strong one. How about you shut up, sit down and let me hold you for a change?”

      The moment I sat down between her legs, she angled her knees and pulled me back against her. Dribbles of water resounded from the tiled wall, slashing and slurping until our bodies settled.

      For a while, there was silence between us, the only audible noise in the room our breath rushing through our nostrils, and the occasional squeak whenever one of us dragged the skin over the old enamel.

      She filled her palms with water and let it run down my neck, stroking my hair with her wet fingers and pressing the fullness of her breasts against my back.

      I grabbed behind me, leaned my head back, and pulled her down for a kiss, my cock growing harder each time our tongues slid against each other, until the head poked out right at the surface.

      Her hand stroked along my body, and she wrapped her hand around my shaft. “I don’t think we’ve done it in the bathtub yet.”

      Two weeks ago, I would have grabbed her, turned her around, and banged her until the water swept over the rim of the tub. Flooding the bathroom and all. But something inside me longed more for this intimate moment we shared than a good fuck in yet another exciting location.

      I grabbed the soap from the tray, pulled her hand off my cock, and handed her the bar. “How about you wash me?”

      Her hand stalled right in front of me, the scent of lavender and lemongrass foaming against her wet fingers.

      “You want me to wash you?” she asked, the pitch of her voice rising with each word. “Instead of having sex?”

      What is wrong with me? “Uh-huh.”

      She dug her fingertips into the bar and wiggled it for a moment as if her hand wanted to give me a quick suit yourself where her mouth couldn’t find the words.

      If I would have turned around, chances were I would have found a set of furrowed brows and a lopsided smile dangling from her lips.

      With a tug, she opened up my hair, dived her hand into the water and dribbled it over my scalp. She placed a quick kiss onto my head, then rubbed the bar across my hair with one hand, the other one striking through strands of hair.

      I placed my palm onto her knee. “Can I ask you something?”

      “As long as you’re not asking me to marry you.”

      Her words pinched my ribs.

      My eyes burned. Must have gotten soap in them.

      “Nope, it’s not that,” I said, my throat increasingly dry no matter how much steam surrounded us. “I’m just wondering how you think this will go between us after you had your period for the first time.”

      She rinsed the soap off my head, the strands of my hair squeaking against her palm as she squeezed the water out. “What do you mean? We will have to stop, of course.”

      “And how will that work? Are we going to live here together like roommates? Pretending this never happened between us?”

      “Well, you said you can’t get us any protection, and we can’t risk you getting me pregnant.”

      Another pinch, and then a tingle of embarrassment which swept over me like the restless surface of the water inside this tub. I had no right to get upset about this. After all, I couldn’t get any woman to marry me so far, and Ruth had made it clear from the beginning, she won’t make any difference to it either.

      “I’m just saying it will be difficult,” I said and sunk myself deeper against her. “You showed me something that will be hard to give up once the time comes.”

      She let out a giggle, grabbed the bar and let the bubbles fill her hands. Then she rubbed the foam deep into my beard, stroking through the unruly bristles and caressing the skin underneath.

      “You mean sex!” she said.

      Her voice had carried loads of confidence when she said it, yet it wasn’t quite enough to make that pinch between my ribs retreat.

      For the last couple of weeks, I figured I was the luckiest guy of the single clansmen in this village. Now, I wasn’t so sure anymore. Of all the intimate moments Ruth and I had shared, this was my favorite one — the only one that didn’t include my cock between her folds.

      I grabbed her wrist and placed a soapy kiss onto the back of her hand. “Exactly. Sex.”
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      Forty-five men kneeled on the ground with their hands bound behind their backs, their foreheads sinking deeper into the leafy soil with each sob that trembled their bodies.

      Some gave frantic grunts muffled by the fabric between their gums, their voices grating and rasping and choking. Women, men, and children had come together by the longhouse, playing onlookers to their sealed fate.

      Adair and I stood underneath a tree, several feet behind the last row of people yet still offering a disturbingly good view of what unfolded in front of me.

      “You can turn around, you know,” he said, the tremble in his fingers proof of how much he wanted to take me into his arms. Hold me. Protect me from what Rowan called reality. A couple of months ago I would have looked away, pretending these things happened at the Clans and the Clans only.

      I turned to Adair. “Shooting them is a kinder death than burning them alive, isn’t it?”

      He hesitated for a moment, then gave a nod.

      The stench of vomit and feces hung in the air, sucking the blood out of my limbs and turning my stomach into a liquid churn. When Rowan stepped down the stairs of the longhouse, silence embedded itself across the village like an intangible weight. Women pushed their children behind them, their eyes staring down at their feet.

      Darya walked up beside us, her hands trembling against Rose’s body, the baby’s head pressed tightly against her mother’s chest.

      “This is terrible,” she said, her voice shakier than my knees. Then she hushed Rose and bounced her up and down, more to her own comfort than the girl’s, who gazed around the village unfazed.

      “But they plotted against your husband,” I said.

      She placed her hand onto my shoulder and leaned in closer. “I wasn’t talking about them.”

      “Why don’t you go home?” Adair asked her, stretched out a finger and let Rose wrap her tiny hand around it.

      “I wish I could just walk away.” She jutted her quivering chin toward Rowan. “But he will need me once this is over. I’ll be over there if you need to find me.”

      At that, she left and followed the outline of people, positioning herself closer to the longhouse and the chieftain.

      The moment Oriel walked up and handed Rowan a gun, people across the rows sucked in a breath, short and sharp, their heads held lower than just a second ago.

      My eyes focused on the shiny metal, and the way Rowan opened and closed something, turning the weapon in his hands. He eyed it repeatedly, his head cocked and his posture strong.

      “You’ve killed before, haven’t you?” I asked.

      Silence loomed behind me, not even interrupted by a shift of his weight or the clearing of his throat. When I turned around, his eyes caught mine, their occasional blink the only thing that hadn’t gone stiff and unmoving.

      “How many?”

      He took a step back, leaned himself against the tree trunk, and crossed his arms. His finger wandered in front of his lips and hushed me, then he pointed straight.

      Rowan towered over the first man in the row, his outstretched arm pointing the barrel of the gun at the trembling skull. Strained breaths sucked into his chest, lifting it strong and wide, only to let it collapse under a mix of exhaustion and constraint.

      His gaze drifted off for a moment. Once it returned, his voice resounded through the village. “In the name of our founding fathers, I, Rowan, thirty-eights chieftain of the Woodlands, sentence you to die.”

      At that moment, I wished I would have clenched my eyes like the others had around me.

      Phwet.

      The sound of a muffled bullet.

      Half a second later, crows lifted into the sky as the body slumped down, fell to the side and jerked for what seemed like an eternity.

      A chill needled my temples. Inside I screamed, but on the outside, my lips parted with the absence of any sound. I struggled against the knot in my throat, trying to rasp in air where my muscles wouldn’t let me.

      The lined-up men now sobbed louder, screaming against the gags in their mouths and rocking their bodies back and forth. Sweat and fear filled the air around me, along with the biting taste of urine coming from those who screamed the most frantic.

      Rowan’s voice resounded once more, a little slower now but not a bit less biting. “In the name of our founding fathers, I, Rowan, thirty-eights chieftain of the Woodlands, sentence you to die.”

      Phwet.

      Another shot dulled my thoughts.

      Thump.

      Another body tipped and tumbled.

      Traces of blood veined through the snow and sprinkled the blanket in red. Delirious grunts grew louder once more.

      “In the name of…”

      Rowan’s voice faded into the background as my feet shuffled and stumbled backward, only for Adair to wrap himself around me. He took me into his arms and cradled my head like his most precious possession, then picked me up and carried me away. Everyone’s eyes lay on the execution as he disappeared with me behind a hut. Mine only lay on him.

      I couldn’t hear what he said, though his lips clearly moved. He shook his head, a sh… forming on his mouth. I rubbed my face against his neck, swallowing my sobs and screams, taking in his clean, lavender, and bee’s wax scent.

      The very next moment, he pressed his palm onto my other ear, sheltering my senses from the harsh world he grew up in. Then he pushed his back against the hut and let us sink to the ground, cradling me on his lap, his lips sealed but the vibration of his vocal cords humming a calming tune.

      A comforting warmth settled inside my chest. There was a certain satisfaction to it all; a friend helping a friend. A lover protecting his mate. Then another thought pushed out from a long-ignored area, somewhere in the neglected depth of my consciousness — a husband loving his wife.

      I expected my body to tense at any moment now. Adair wasn’t my husband, and I would never be his wife. Remember, no strings attached.

      The tension never came.

      “Can you take me home?” I whispered.

      I could sense the clean-cut nod which brushed my cheek. He pushed us up from the ground, and I swung my legs around his waist, my head still cradled against his shoulder.

      He peeked around the corner of the hut. Observed the onlookers and everything around them. Then he took a deep breath and walked off with big steps, bringing distance between us and the clans-people, glancing over his shoulder at every other step. His hand remained on my ear, muffling the never-ending gunshots which followed us all the way home.

      The moment he shut the front door behind us, I slipped down, pushed myself onto my toes, and pulled his head in for a kiss. My breath caught the moment our lips touched, but I kept on going, letting my tongue disappear inside his mouth in search of his tongue. He moaned when they found each other, wrapped his arms around me, and pressed my body against his.

      “I think you should lie down and rest,” he mumbled over the corner of his mouth.

      I shook my head and let my fingers intertwine with his, tugging his tired body across the living room with several strong jerks.

      “What do you want?” he asked.

      “Sleep with me.”

      His feet stopped dragging, and he picked up speed. “Now? Are you sure?”

      I wrapped my arms around his neck. Nibbled and licked his earlobe. “Pleeease…”

      “Fuck, I love when you beg me for it.”

      He picked me up once more, slower and with a certain strain to it, now that he had carried me all the way home. But he didn’t let that stop him and walked us into his room.

      After he placed me onto the mattress, we undressed each other down to our skin, our eyes darting across the familiarity of each other’s bodies.

      Desire surged through me at the sight of his half-erect penis, and a familiar urgency to feel him inside me pumped through my veins. I turned around, pushed myself up onto my knees, and arched my back. At his moan, I slid my palms over the cold sheet and let my breasts sink into the mattress.

      Three seconds later, the mattress moved and swayed, and his shaft pressed against the junction of my legs. His fingers dug into my hips, and he pulled me back against him, the head of his penis slathering itself in my wetness and prodding against my folds.

      “Turn around,” he said.

      “Why?” I asked but did as told, letting my body roll onto my back. “I thought you love taking me from behind.”

      He stroked my legs apart and lowered himself down, then grabbed himself and guided his penis toward my entrance. “I do, but right now I’d rather look at you.”

      As soon as the tip entered me, he let go of himself and cupped my cheek, slowly parting me and easing himself inside. He licked his lips and pressed them into a thin line, his face scrunched up from pleasure and constraint.

      Impatient for more, I slung my legs around his back and pulled him deeper, taking in all his heat, and all his masculinity and all his strength. Our moans combined and resonated the room. I threw my head back and let my hands dive into his hair, tousling the strands and grabbing a fistful each time he pumped.

      “I love this so much,” I whimpered, trailing my fingers across his strong chest and down his muscle-ripped stomach.

      The way he synchronized the roll of his hips with mine tormented me from the inside, bringing about a primal lust and desire no book ever warned me about. Everything about Adair triggered the most primitive feelings within me, threatening to pull me in deeper than I ever wanted to go. They robbed me of any rational thought, making me surrender myself to this man without precautions.

      “You’re the best thing that ever happened to me.” He kissed my chin and caressed my neck with his tongue, gliding in and out of me slowly but intense. Then he stroked over my hair and whispered, “You know I’d kill for you, right?”

      “Mmh… huh?”

      “I’d kill for you,” he repeated, sending another thrust deep into my pelvis. “And I’d take a bullet if that’s what it took to keep you safe.”

      His words sent me into a haze, and my entire body vibrated in response to them. “What are you saying?”

      He remained silent, only answering in a rocking motion that felt so deep and connected as if it had so much more ambition than just bringing release. As if it served a deeper purpose.

      Each time he pulled back the pleasure retreated, only to come back full force when he thrust inside me, pushing me closer to the edge of my orgasm.

      “I want us to come together,” he whispered. “And I want you to look at me while we do.”

      I gave a nod.

      He smiled and placed a single kiss on my lips. “Tell me once you’re close, okay?”

      I spread my thighs wider, receiving each of his gentle thrusts and letting him grind against me. My body convulsed at each one of them, melting my body against his and dazzling my senses.

      His eyes locked with mine and no matter how often I blinked or squeezed them shut overwhelmed by pleasure, he found them each time I opened them up again. They had something tender to them, something earnest as if he tried to communicate a message in a language I had never learned.

      For a moment, I lost myself to whatever meaning it had, and let my hips meet his, only to separate a moment later. He drove deeper and intensified his rocking, but continued at his slow and steady pace.

      “Mmmh,” I moaned, my body growing more and more tense at each of his thrusts.

      I tossed my head to the side, but he grabbed my chin and pulled me back. “Now?”

      Another moan.

      Trembles shook my body.

      I clenched my eyes shut.

      When I opened them again, his eyes immediately found mine. They said all those silent things I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear, yet they filled me with an odd kind of delight.

      “Now?” he asked again.

      I wanted to whisper yes. Wanted to scream it at him in a burst of lust and desire. All I could manage was a tense nod.

      “Look at me.” He stroked my hair and guided my eyes to find his. “Look at me and feel how I’m coming inside of you. I want you to really feel me.”

      Another tense nod. After that, a single deep thrust that sent us both over the edge. Our bodies trembled and tensed against each other. Our lips only heaved under the explosion of our shared climax. Our eyes never parted.

      Adair remained inside of me, his hips stiff and unmoving no matter how much I squirmed underneath him. His eyes lay focused on me, and his lips trembled underneath his stuttered attempts of taking in a breath.

      He shoved his hand underneath my neck, pressed the other against my behind, and threw himself to the side. One second later, I lay atop of him, our bodies still connected. He took my face between his hands and gave a tug, then placed a kiss onto my forehead before he pulled me against his chest.

      “That was beautiful,” he whispered and let his fingers stroke along my back. “I kinda wish we never had to end this. Don’t you?”

      I rested my head on his chest, listening to his pounding heart and how the air sucked into his lungs. “Yeah.”

      The moment I pushed myself away, his arm pressed me tighter against his body, and his head poked up. “You don’t always have to leave, you know.”

      There was an unspoken request to his voice, impossible to turn down by how tender he looked down at me. I nestled back against him, letting a new kind of intimacy roll over me like a wave that nourished something deep inside me I had no name for.

      I let my finger trace around the raw edges of the scar on his stomach. “Just don’t let me fall asleep.”

      “What’s so wrong about falling to sleep here with me? The way you’ve been avoiding it, I guess you’re worried a nap in my arms might make you fall in love with me.”

      My palms turned sweaty against his skin, and I gulped down a knot inside my throat the size of a fist. “Very funny.”

      He said nothing else, but the rise and fall of his chest turned shallow and constricted. So did mine, chained by a question that made concern and contentment sweep over me in equal parts. Did Adair fall in love with me?

      A heaviness settled onto my body. All the while, the motion of Adair’s body against mine rocked me to sleep.
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      Ruth lay nestled in the crook of my arm, a strand of her hair tickling across my skin whenever she breathed out. Of all the moments we had shared with each other, having her asleep in my arms must have been the most special one.

      There she was, so innocent and so beautiful, trusting herself into my care in a most vulnerable state. At that very moment, I believed I was enough, granting myself the right to hope for the improbable.

      No matter how hard we fucked or how often we did it, nothing measured up this minute. Nothing. And it was then that I realized that our agreement wouldn’t cut it anymore. Coming inside of her meant little if I couldn’t hold her against me after. Talk to her. Open up to her. Taking her all in.

      I needed her all and everything. Needed it now and for the rest of my life. Damn. She was all the things I ever wanted: a friend, a mate, a partner. For a moment, I pictured my life without her, only to let my gaze return to her from that dull blackness which would devour me whole if she’d leave my life. For the first time, I realized I was in love.

      “I knew it!” Hazel hissed, her head poking halfway through the gap in my door.

      “What the fuck!” I tugged on the blanket and draped it over Ruth. “Whatever happened to knocking?”

      “Seriously? Whatever happened to knocking?” She pushed the door open and parked one hand by her hip. “How about, whatever happened to touching a woman that isn’t your wife? And this… this looks like you touched plenty.”

      Ruth took a deep breath, making my very next heartbeat a paralyzing one.

      “Sh! She’s still sleeping, and there’s no reason for you to yap like that.”

      She lowered her voice into a whispered snarl. “No reason, huh? You are the only family I have left, and you’re gambling away your life. For a fuck?”

      I shook my head. “It’s not like that.”

      “So you’re telling me you guys are getting married?” She pointed at Ruth and whispered a sarcastic laugh. “Because last time I checked, she wanted nothing to do with that.” She dropped her hand, and her shoulders slumped, pacing the tiny doorframe. Left. Right. Left. Right. “Please tell me you proposed, and she said yes.”

      My next breath turned into a struggle for air, my throat suddenly dry and rough and awfully aware of how rancid my answer tasted on my tongue. “Not yet but —”

      “Great.” She swung her arms up and dropped her hands onto her face. “What better way to kick off my wedding than to bury my brother a few weeks before? Fix it, before I fix it for you!”

      At that, she turned around, each of her steps fast and filled with what some might have confused with anger. But it was concern. That and a just fear for my life. Ten minutes later, she shouted another, “Fix it!” from the hallway.

      Click.

      The door shut behind her and let a cold draft into my room, but not nearly as freezing as the prickling along my limbs. Hazel would never have given us away, but it didn’t change the fact that she was right. I had to fix this, and there was only one way of doing it.

      Another ten minutes passed until Ruth’s eyes blinked back into the moment. Her head tossed from one side to the other as if to orient herself. When her eyes met mine, she hid the sweetest smile behind her palm. “I fell to sleep?”

      “Snored like a sailor.”

      “No, I didn’t!” She gave a playful punch against my shoulder. “Stop messing with me. It’s bad enough that I fell to sleep here, so please spare me your jokes.”

      “What’s so bad about it?”

      “What?”

      I turned onto my side, rested my head against my hand, and sucked in a breath. “What’s so bad about falling to sleep here with me? You didn’t like it?”

      She combed her fingers through my hair. “Yeah, it was nice but… I mean… I just believe it’s taking things a bit too far. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      The muscles along my neck twitched, and a heavy sensation settled deep inside my stomach. Come on! Ask her! Don’t be a coward.

      “Actually, I don’t agree at all.” I pushed myself up, pulled my knees against my chest, and reached out for her hand. “What if I told you I wanted to take it even further?”

      Her brow arched. “Excuse me?”

      “Look…” I let my voice trail off, allowing myself to take that one deep breath I needed. “I get we said this would only be —”

      “Don’t!” She quickly pressed her palm onto my mouth and suffocated my voice. “I got no clue where this is suddenly coming from, but let me tell you this: I don’t wanna hear it. Not now. Not ever. We talked about this, Adair. You agreed.”

      When she took her hand back and fumbled herself out from underneath the blanket, I reached out for her arm. “Can I say something?”

      “No.”

      A tingle of numbness started at my fingertips. “Are you saying you won’t even let me ask the question?”

      “It won’t change my answer!” she shouted and swung around, her eyes wide open and a tremble pulling on her lower lip. “Why would you insist on ruining what we have?”

      “Because it’s not enough for me, Ruth!” I let my hand reach for her cheek and gave a gentle tug. “Look at me.”

      “Stop it. I hate when you say that.”

      “No, you don’t.” I caressed her cheek with my thumb. “You love it when I ask you to look at me. Just like you love lasagna with zucchini and zombie movies. And I know you love being with me.”

      Her eyes caught mine, the gaze inside them dull yet tears glistening behind it all. “I love being with you and I won’t deny that. But I can’t marry you, or anyone else for that matter. I don’t understand how marriage works, Adair.”

      “You didn’t understand how sex worked either, but we figured it out together. We can figure out married life.”

      An uncomfortable silence sedated the room, making each second drag a bit longer, a bit less bearable.

      I had the urge to grab her and kiss her, but I didn’t. However much enough I felt when I had her asleep in my arms, the way she sure-fired her rejection made me want to drop into a push-up and recite Faust or Shakespeare or any of that literary shit.

      “I didn’t plan for this to happen,” I went on, the plea in my voice making me sound like a beggar. “When you offered me to have sex, I thought I stroke the sweetest deal in my life, and I realize any other clansman would have jumped at it, too. But it’s not enough for me anymore, Ruth. I want to hold you after. I want you to lean against me when we watch movies together. I want to hold your hand when we stroll to the village. But most of all, I want others to see you’re mine.”

      “But I am not yours, Adair. You are trying to make this something that it isn’t.”

      “Or maybe you’re desperately trying to tell yourself that there isn’t something between us.” I stalled for a moment, giving her time to realize. Time for some sort of enlightenment. When none came, I continued. “Don’t you see we’re good together? What is marriage at this point anyway, other than Rowan making it official?”

      With a single shake of her head, she slowed time, the dust in my room seemingly floating at a funeral pace.

      Ruth freed herself from my touch and rose from the bed, leaving me behind at the edge of the mattress. The heavy sensation inside my stomach had long spread across my core, consuming me from the inside.

      She picked up one clothing piece after another and dressed herself, her arms pinned against her stomach whenever she didn’t need them.

      “I love you.”

      The confession had spilled out of me without constraint, making Ruth stall mid-movement with a sock dangling from her toes. Two seconds later, she kicked her heel into the white fabric.

      Then she looked straight at me. “You think you love me because I’m the first woman you fucked.”

      Her words punched my heart — invisible, but no less hurtful.

      There was a coldness in her voice like never before, and it replaced the numbness in my fingertips with clenched fists containing little less than anger.

      “Don’t tell me what I feel and what I don’t feel.” I jumped up and walked over to her. “I fucked you many times, but this today was different, and you know it.”

      “How?”

      “I made love to you, god damnit.” Desperation made me sling my arms around her, and I pulled her into my chest, digging my face deep into her hair and planting kisses onto the strands.

      “Stop it…” She wiggled her shoulders and pulled her arms, dropping herself down and slipping away from me.

      Desperate and small, I grabbed for the last bar. “You promised you’ll marry me if you carried my child!”

      “There is no child, Adair, and you know it. I didn’t even menstruate yet.”

      With each step she took toward the door, my breath sucked in faster, leaving my veins bursting with adrenaline and my brain in a fog.

      “How can you be so fucking cold-hearted?” I snarled. “I don’t get it. Is it because you grew up without parents? Because you never experienced love? What is wrong with you?”

      She swung around in the doorframe. Her lips opened, then closed again. Then she swallowed an audible gulp. “You’re just saying those things because you’re hurt, and you’re insecure.”

      “Stop fucking analyzing me!”

      The moment a tear rolled down her cheek, she turned her gaze away. Her body followed soon after, and she hurried away and toward her room.

      I followed behind her. My heart louder than my angry footsteps. “So, I’m good enough to fuck, but not good enough to marry?”

      The door to her room closed right in my face. A click sounded from the lock, creating an echo inside my skull that wouldn’t quit bouncing.

      I kicked against the frame full force. “Fuck!”

      The moment I sunk myself to the ground, my holo-band lit up. I raked my fingers through my hair and rubbed them over my face, then picked up.

      “What is it?” I asked with defeat in my voice.

      River’s hologram lit up. “Rowan wants us all to come down to the longhouse. Now.”

      “Roger that.”

      I took a quick breather and steadied my voice. “I assume you heard that. Please don’t leave the house while I’m gone. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      No answer came, the only detectible noises coming from behind the door something that sounded like muffled sniffles and perhaps even sobs. The thought of her crying filled me with an odd kind of satisfaction. I knew it was wrong, but that didn’t keep my pride from indulging in it. How can she not feel what I feel?

      I left the house, jumped into my truck, and drove down to the longhouse, the snow chains pulling me over fallen branches and tire prints molded deep into the mud.

      Blood lay spilled in a jagged line at the village center, and I imagined the cut across my heart to look about the same.

      This was the second time I had proposed to a woman, and the second time I was rejected. The first time stung my pride. But this time sucked the blood from my veins, the air from my lungs, and the life from my core.

      I stepped into the longhouse feeling smaller than ever, River’s snarky jokes making it barely through my dad’s words resounding from the dark depth of my memory.

      You’re not good enough.

      Still not good enough.

      Never good enough.

      “What took you so long?” River asked.

      “Shut the fuck up. I came as quickly as I could.”

      Oriel swung his palms up. “Where’s Ruth? The other women went to see Hazel.”

      “She wanted to stay at home.”

      “And you let her stay there alone?”

      I planted my ass on the only remaining chair in the circle. “How about you stay out of my business? I know what I’m doing, okay? Besides, we’ve got forty-five fewer rebels now, and I doubt anybody would assault a woman today.”

      “Wow.” River folded his hands behind his neck and sunk deeper into his chair. “Talk about someone being in a bad mood. You’re not telling me the execution put a twist in your guts, are you?”

      “No, I’m telling you to shut your mouth. I thought I made that one clear.”

      He pouted his lips, and a slight shake wobbled about his head. Then he looked over at Rowan. “We can start now.”

      Our chieftain sat with his elbows dug into his thighs, a constant jitter bouncing from one foot and his hands rubbing against each other.

      “Rowan?” I asked.

      “What?” He gazed up at me like startled prey. “Oh, yeah… right. Um… let’s talk about driving down to the burn pit and retrieving those bones. I wanna get that done asap, so we can give them a proper burial. Max will take care of the preparations by the church.”

      “How many men will that take?” Oriel asked.

      Everyone stared at me, and for a moment, I feared they could see right through me. Track down that failure I was with their over-observing pupils.

      “For an area of that size?” I gazed at the ground for a moment, the smell of caked ash pushing back into my nostrils. “Two days. Two trucks. Ten men. We’ll have to dig carefully around skulls which will slow us down significantly.”

      Max lifted his arm and pointed at himself. “Want me to come, too?”

      “Nah.” Rowan leaned back and crossed his feet in front of him, his eyes red-rimmed and his lids dragging. “Prepare everything for the burial. The ground is frozen, so you’ll have to make a fire to thaw the soil where you need the guys to excavate. I’m not in the mood to leave bones lying around on flatbeds for too long.”

      “When?” River asked, sending everyone into a communal state of pouting lips and squinted eyes.

      “Why not now?” it blurted out of me, pushed over the edge by shame and a paralyzing impatience to escape from it. “Oriel can get the trucks ready and load what we need for the camp. We could be on our way in less than an hour.”

      “I don’t mind leading it,” River said. “But I doubt one hour is enough to find nine volunteers.”

      I tapped my knee. “Eight.”

      River’s eye twitched. “Eight?”

      “I’m coming, which means you only need to find eight more men. It’s only two days after all, and Ayana could come and stay at my place together with Ruth while we’re gone.”

      “Ayanna loves sleepovers and shit like that.”

      “Seven men,” Rowan barked, his gaze barely lifting from his toes. “I gotta get out of this place for a while. And digging up bones sounds like just the thing one does on a vacation trip.”

      “It’s only six with me,” Oriel chimed in.

      “Well, not really.” River said. “You’ll drive the truck down and then back once we loaded it up. Then come with the other one. Doubt you’ll spend a lot of time digging. But I can find six men in an hour, because I’m sure my uncle will volunteer, anyway.”

      Rowan clapped his hands and jumped up. “Alright, let’s do this. Oriel gets the trucks ready, and Adair can get the gear from the warehouse. I’ll go and let Darya know to organize that sleepover thing.”

      Everyone scrambled in different directions while I dragged my sorry-ass over to the warehouse. Nothing about the crooked red barn with tall double doors would have hinted at the treasures inside, which was just the way we wanted it.

      Inside, camping gear slept on wooden shelves or hung from rusty nails. Everything was old as fuck, yet had been the crème de la crème at some point in history, back when people had money to spend on that crap.

      Black tough-boxes stood stacked man-high and labeled in white, spelling nuts and bolts and fuel lines and spark plugs. A few engines rested on workbenches, disassembled down to the tiniest screw, some of their parts taking a dip in a lime solution.

      I had hated this place ever since I was a kid. From the cobwebs on the rusty bed frames to the moldering and moth-eaten fabrics, it resembled nothing but a graveyard of humanity to me. But that day, I felt like I belonged.

      “They told me you were in here.”

      I didn’t look up when Ruth’s voice came from the gap in the doors, overpowered by the roar of the truck Oriel backed up against the barn.

      “I asked you to stay at home,” I said.

      Her footsteps were silent, yet I noticed each one of them as they warmed the air around me. She stopped less than three feet away from me, fingers fidgeting each other in front of her chest, and her gaze adrift on the dirt floor. “You’re leaving?”

      “Why?” I grabbed a dark green duffel bag and dropped it by the truck. “What’s it to you?”
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      I walked up to Adair, my heartbeat such an uncontrollable mess, it showed in the way I couldn’t stop fumbling with my fingers. At the very last step, my chest constricted, the guilt inside me seeping from the gaps between my ribs. “You’re leaving?”

      “Why?” he asked and grabbed a green bag, making me wonder how much of the strain in his arms came from its weight, and how much from my presence. “What’s it to you?”

      His eyes caught mine, sending a rush of emotions into my limbs, which spiraled into my stomach and turned me dizzy. At that moment, I wanted to drop to my knees and beg him not to leave.

      The moment I opened my mouth, something entirely different came out. “Who’s gonna protect me?”

      “It’s only for two days.”

      I shifted about the dirt floor underneath my soles, watching how he flung equipment onto the flatbed, the clinking of metal soon turning into something ear-shattering. His eyes trailed from gear to handle to truck, avoiding me like the sun because we both knew it might burn.

      He gave a knock against one of the grimy wood stakes which lined the sides of the flatbed, yelling, “Full!”

      Oriel’s head poked out of the driver’s window and gave a nod, then he set the truck back into a rumble and slowly drove off.

      “Why did you come here?” Adair suddenly asked, his voice so rough it all but chaffed my ears. “Is there anything you want to say before I leave?”

      Don’t leave. I had it on the tip of my tongue, waiting to be confessed. But he would ask me why, and the answer to that scared me to the marrow of my spine.

      “I just…” I glanced over my shoulder to make sure Oriel had left, stepped up, and took Adair’s callused hands into mine. “I want you to be careful.”

      “Why?”

      His blue eyes locked with mine, a bit squinted but still unable to hide all the hope behind them. They carried a request, asking me once more to become something I never learned how to be.

      “Because you’re my friend,” I said, forcing my voice into a cheerful tone.

      “Friend…”

      The way he had repeated the word had disappointment dripping from it, making the guilt inside me swell against my slowing heart.

      Adair had been the wrong choice of a clansman to satisfy my foolish curiosity. For his own good, and for my sanity, because this man made me feel so many things I could barely confess to myself — left alone to him.

      He dropped my hand, raked his fingers through his hair and grabbed it by the fistful, a desperate energy escaping him in a constant bounce of his heels.

      “You know,” he said with a tear-choked voice, then let go of his hair and stabbed the air around my chest with his rigid hands. “You made me believe, for a moment, that I was finally good enough for something. Someone.”

      “But you are good enough!” I blurted and let my hands dart for his once more.

      “Why won’t you marry me then?” He shrank back and pulled his hands away from my reach, holding them palms up next to his head as if I was a weapon he needed a shield against. “And why can’t you love me back?”

      But I do love you! My mind screamed what my mouth refused to confide because what else would it do but stoke his hopes?

      No, a confession would turn things from bad to worse. I couldn’t be a wife. Didn’t know how. Didn’t see why. But most of all, I didn’t know how much love was needed to commit myself to marriage.

      “Hey,” River shouted from afar, his body creating a blinding outline against the sun. “We’re only waiting for you, brother.”

      “Is there anything else you have to say to me?” Adair asked, his body stiff and his gaze not daring to come near me.

      My body turned rigid, making the way blood pumped through my veins all the more noticeable. The silence between us turned more and more unbearable at each stroke of a breath. Me, trying to confess. Him, hoping to hear it.

      Stay with me. It was right there.

      Locked behind tightly sealed lips.

      Guarded by a paralyzing fear of not being good enough myself.

      He shook his head and sniffed sharply. “Guess my dad was right after all.” Then he gave a scoff. “Anyway. Thank’s for the fuck.”

      At that, he turned around and caught up with River.

      I hurried behind them both, only to watch Adair disappear into one of the truck cabins. The two vehicles drove off, their tires spinning before they rocked into motion, leaving traces of burnt diesel in the air and a knot in my throat too big to swallow.

      With each gearshift of the engine that brought more distance between us, the roar of my heart thumped louder and louder in my ear, until my very thoughts turned into a static kind of white noise.

      “… … exciting!” Ayanna’s arm landed on my shoulder, the wide grin on her face offering a stark contrast to the sensation of loss spreading through my core. She kept on blurting, her lips spilling over with a passion. “Chick flicks, marshmallows, camping in the living room… this is going to be so much fun. I don’t think the women here understand what sleepovers are. Maybe we can play truth or dare like we all do back home.”

      A final puff of depleted fuel rose from behind the junipers. Adair was gone. And with him whatever he had given me to fill the void I had called curiosity.
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      Two hours later, music blared from the old stereo on the living room shelf while Ayanna and Hazel pushed one of the couches toward the front door.

      “How many?” Darya asked from the kitchen, a steaming cast iron in one hand, and a clear bottle in the other.

      “Let’s see…” Hazel gestured to the coffee table, which she quickly carried into the hallway together with Ayanna. “She and Autumn can’t drink. Ruth isn’t used to it. I’d say make eighteen or twenty.”

      Darya gave a nod and placed the cast iron onto the counter, leaned over it and drizzled the clear liquid into the red goo. Then she grabbed the whisk from beside the stove and began stirring, filling the air with traces of alcohol and something tart.

      I retrieved twenty tiny glasses, some with chipped rims and some with hairline cracks, and placed them in neat rows on the counter. “You don’t expect me to drink this, do you?”

      Darya leaned over the glasses and lowered her eyes down to near-rim level, pouring the red stuff carefully into them. “Oh, you’ll love it soon enough, honey. Just don’t ask how I made the gelatin.”

      “You didn’t use lingonberry juice, did you?” Autumn asked, standing by the shelf, the tips of her fingers gliding over the edges of knick-knacks and picture frames.

      “Chokecherries, though I wouldn’t understand why you’d care,” Darya said and filled the last glass. “Voila! Jell-O shots apocalypse-style.”

      “Sucks that we didn’t have this sleepover idea when I was a kid,” Autumn said. “Or when I wasn’t pregnant yet…”

      “My dad would never have allowed it,” Hazel said, strolled over and gave me an intrusive stare. “Help me get Adair’s mattress, would you?” At that, she walked off, the certainty in her steps, leaving no doubt she expected me to follow behind.

      Walking into Adair’s room was like swimming against the current, tiring my bones the moment I took in the fading scent of beard wax and fresh linens. Although I knew he would only be gone for two days, a feeling of foreboding made me flare my nostrils and take in what was left of him.

      “Why so shy?” Hazel asked, grabbed the edge off the mattress, and pushed it off the frame. “I didn’t expect you having troubles touching his mattress, considering you spent all morning in it.”

      My heart cracked against my ribs. “How did you find out?”

      “He didn’t tell you? I walked in on you guys today in the morning after I got back from the execution. Not that it was necessary… I kinda had the idea that something was going on between you two for a few days now.”

      I grabbed the other side of the mattress, and together we stood it up sideways. “And you disapprove?”

      “Of you two being together in general? No.” She gave a tug on the mattress. “Of you turning his proposal down? Yeah, I absolutely disapprove of that.”

      Uncomfortable heat swept across my cheeks, fueled by guilt and shame of being found out. Somehow, Hazel knowing what had happened made everything more real, bringing me face to face with what I had done.

      I gave a push against the mattress, and together we inched it toward the door. “He told you then…”

      “No, but it wasn’t hard to guess considering the way he packed his shit and left today. I know my brother, and he probably wouldn’t leave you alone for a second again if you had agreed.”

      Her words dumped a load of extra weight onto my shoulders, making the mattress drag like a block of concrete as we worked it around the corner and into the living room. Together, we lined it up with the other three mattresses, while Ayanna tossed blankets and an array of colorful pillows onto the large, springy camp in the center of the room.

      The moment Darya carried over the tray with soldiered-up shots, Autumn let out a squeak, her hands fumbling something small underneath a beaming face.

      “I can’t believe he still has it,” she said, the excitement in her voice both lifting the mood in the room and, for some reason, turning mine gloomy at the same time.

      We all shuffled over to the shelf, forming a half-circle around Autumn and her find: a cream-colored ring with a darker edge, resting inside a little black box.

      “Huh,” Hazel took it out and turned it in her fingers, trailing the edge and the smooth-looking inside. “I saw how he made it, but I never got what it was for.”

      “Adair once proposed to me with this thing,” Autumn said, sending my stomach into a spiral which didn’t stop until it hit the unforgiving tile floor underneath my feet. From there it boiled back up, bubbling and roaring and seeping into my chest like something septic.

      The idea of Adair proposing to another woman made my innards convulse, confronting me with a thought I never had before. What if someone would gladly accept what I refused?

      “That explains it,” Hazel said with a frown lining her forehead, a dart of her eyes brushing my shoulder.

      “Explains what?” Autumn asked.

      Hazel placed the ring back into the box and onto the shelf. “Half a year ago he flung it in there, shouting he won’t ever offer it again to someone who isn’t worthy of it.”

      “He said that?” Autumn asked.

      “Uh-huh…”

      Autumn eyed the shots on the tray for a moment, then shook her head and sat down on a mattress. “Charming…”

      “It’s too bad you don’t like him,” Ayanna mumbled and put a hand onto my shoulder, making me awfully aware of how wrong she was. As the jealousy ebbed away in my guts, it made room for a truth I was no longer afraid to keep suppressed: I loved him.

      “Alright enough of this,” Darya said and placed the tray in the center of our mattress fort. “Rowan wants me back before eleven, so we better get started on these now.”

      “It’s too bad Peggy didn’t want to come,” Ayanna said.

      Autumn grabbed a pillow and shoved it underneath her butt. “She wanted to come, but Max mentioned Uncle Peter would hang out at our place while I’m gone, and she insisted on staying.”

      “So…” Darya sat cross-legged in front of the tray and rubbed her hands. “How does this game work?”

      Ayanna gave me a quick nod, and I started to explain, “We figured it would be more fun if Autumn and Ayanna get to ask the questions since they can’t drink. They ask us a personal question, and we can either answer truthfully, or we have to drink.”

      “I’ll start!” Ayanna blurted and turned toward Darya. “What was the biggest lie you told your parents as a kid?”

      “What?” Autumn scrunched up her face. “This question is so lame, I think you’ve been playing this game wrong all your life. Let’s spice this up a little, shall we?” She tapped her index finger against her lips, which made a smirk spread across her mouth. Then she leaned over and stared Darya dead in the eyes. “How loose are you down there, now that you had a baby?”

      Darya arched a brow. “Huh?”

      “Oh come on, you get what I mean. I’m about to have twins, and I’m starting to freak out a little.”

      Darya’s hand wandered to the tray. She picked up a shot, poured it down her throat, and placed the glass upside down on the tray with a smile on her face. “Rowan never complained.”

      “Hey, that’s not how this game works,” I said.

      Darya shrugged, licking her lips and finishing it off with a giggle.

      “Okay, but now it’s my turn!” Ayanna shouted, clapping her hands with excitement. “Hazel, did you ever catch your brother masturbate?”

      Hazel’s fingers darted straight for the red shot.

      “That’s definitely a yes,” Autumn said with a grin. “Sometimes, I feel sad for our single men.”

      “What about us women?” Hazel asked, grabbed a shot, leaned her head back, and let the goo plop into her mouth. “I can’t wait to get married so I can finally experience sex. It’s not like our men are the only ones longing for it.”

      “But they might be the ones who will never achieve being with a woman,” I said, my mind drifting off to how Adair wouldn’t be one of them.

      “This game is getting depressing,” Autumn snarled and pointed at me. “Ruth, how long did it take for Adair to hit on you when Rowan made him your guard?”

      “This should be interesting,” Hazel mumbled and emptied another glass.

      “He never did.”

      A communal what? echoed through the room. Heads cocked, brows arched and at least one mouth stood slightly open.

      “What do you mean with he never did?” Autumn asked.

      “He never hit on me. Not once.”

      “Is lying allowed in this game?” Autumn’s gaze wandered to Ayanna. “Does she need to drink when we catch her with a lie? Is that how it works?”

      “I’m not lying!” I said, the force in my voice making everyone shrink back. “Adair never hit on me, and if you would know him better, you’d understand it’s not in his character.”

      Autumn flung her palms up. “Okay, okay. Not need to eat me alive over it. I swear sometimes I think you two should get married because you constantly stand up for each other. It’s cute, really.”

      “Yeah, it’s cute,” Ayanna agreed. “You guys would make a lovely couple, in my opinion.”

      My breath stalled in my chest. “You really think that?”

      Before Ayanna could build on that hint of a nod, Darya shoved a glass into my hand. “Drink one anyway. The rules are kinda out the window already, anyway.”

      “My turn,” Ayanna said in a sing-song voice, her excitement once more spilling over. “I’ll ask Darya. When did you —”

      “I have a question,” I said.

      “But you’re not asking the questions,” Autumn said.

      “Darya said the rules are out of the window anyway, and I want to ask Ayanna a question.”

      They each glanced at each other, then shrugged.

      “When did you realize you wanted to marry River?” I asked, each second it took her to answer straining my nerves.

      “I never did,” she said, her eyes resting on the tree-embroidered pillow. “When the council wouldn’t let me go back to the Clan, it devastated me. I never decided that I want to marry River, I simply realized I didn’t want to live without him, but living with him was only possible if we married. So I did it.”

      “You just did it?”

      “Uh-huh.” She gifted me a warm smile. “I didn’t like the idea at first, because my parent’s marriage wasn’t exactly… harmonious. After Rowan married us, I realized that nothing had changed. Things were still the same between us.”

      “But how did you know you loved him enough to get married?”

      Autumn rolled her eyes and grabbed for the tray. “This game sucks.”

      “Love isn’t a constant, honey,” Darya said and folded her hands in her lap. “It fluctuates. Sometimes I love Rowan more, and sometimes I love him a little less. The important thing is that we stay true to the commitment we made to each other. It helps us through the bad times, and makes the good ones even sweeter.”

      Realization squeezed my lungs like a metal chain forged by my foolishness and stupidity. The memories of our sex faded into the background, allowing me a sober glimpse at everything I had ignored.

      Secrets we shared.

      Moments we held each other.

      This morning, when he had made love to me. All this time, Adair and I had been living the life of a married couple, but I was too stupid to see it.

      “My love for River doesn’t fluctuate,” Ayanna said.

      Darya leaned over the tray and gave her a pat on the back. “Give it some more time,” she said and finished her sentence off with a wink.

      At that moment, I realized that I might not have been able to decide to marry Adair, but I understood that not marrying him wasn’t an option anymore. I loved him, and it was time for me to confess.
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      Even with ham and eggs sizzling away over the campfire, the imaginary smell of decay had rubbed itself so deep into my pores, there was no way of ridding my nostrils from it. We had dug for a day and a half, the cracked skin on my hands and soreness in my arms proof that we tried our hardest. 

      Coals glistened here and there, the thawing soil hissing and crackling underneath the heat. The meltwater had turned the ground into a slush of ash, grit and shattered bone fragments.

      The night shift made slurps of boots pulling from its grip sound like a lullaby. But there was no sleep for me.

      I embraced the sleep-deprivation. Most of all, I indulged in the way it clouded my thoughts, blurring the edges of my memories of Ruth.

      “Coffee?” Rowan asked and handed me a banged-up field mug. “Used up the last grounds of my stash, so it turned out a bit pale.”

      I quickly poked the scrambles of ham from my plate and shoveled it into my mouth. The enamel clanked against the crooked aluminum sink, two of its legs sunken deep into the soggy ground.

      “Thanks,” I said and grabbed the mug, the hot metal rim burning against my lower lip.

      “You’ve been working hard since we got here. When was the last time you slept?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You don’t look fine to me.” He crossed his arms in front of his chest and leaned against the sink, staring at how the tip of his sole splashed the gray puddle underneath. “Anything you wanna tell me about? Is it because Hazel’s about to leave?”

      “Like I said, I’m fine.”

      Except that I wasn’t. Two days ago Ruth had put me in my spot as a plaything. A toy boy. Something every guy here would love to be for a woman — until you start fucking falling for them.

      When Rowan wouldn’t quit tapping the slush, I fed him a bit of truth. “Living together with Ruth shows me something I want but won’t ever have. When I asked you to be her guard, I didn’t take that into consideration.”

      “Did you hit on her?”

      I shook my head. “I swear I never did.”

      Another truth, but one that didn’t make me any less guilty — or stupid. Ruth might have been the driving force, but I was the fool who jumped at it without thinking of the risks. At least not all of them. Sure, I had considered being exiled. I had considered knocking her up. What I hadn’t thought of was me falling in love so hard each second of my existence was now pure agony.

      “I’ll continue down at the western edge,” I said and grabbed for one of the mud-crusted shovels which leaned against a tent. “The soil should be soft enough now to get that skull out.”

      The moment I walked away Rowan darted his arm out, giving me a quick pat on the shoulder. “There will be others, okay?”

      My foot froze mid-air for the fraction of a second. Not sure if he meant other chances or other women. I gave a quick nod and kept on moving. I would have loved another chance with Ruth, but she sure as hell had spoiled me for any other woman.

      I walked over to the western edge and stepped up to the large skull with its jaw protruding from the ground, four teeth missing and a hairline crack veining through the bony mass. With my gloved finger, I dug up the surrounding soil, only to dive my shovel underneath in yet another attempt to lever it out of the ground.

      “Wait,” Clay said and walked up from the other side, wisps of his dark hair clinging to his sweaty forehead. “Let me come from the other side. Maybe we can get it out together.”

      “You gotta go in deep or the vacuum will damage the skull.”

      He gave a quick but earnest nod, then worked his shovel deep into the ground.

      “On three,” I said, stepped on the edge of my shovel and applied gentle pressure against the shaft. “One… two… three…”

      With leverage from both sides, a gooey pop sounded from underneath the grit, and the skull lifted slowly from the ground.

      “Fucking shit,” Clay snarled and pulled his hands away from the tool. “Drop it. Drop it, or it’ll come apart.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “This thing is still attached to a spine, man.”

      I let go of my shovel and kneeled down on the ground. “That’s impossible, we already dug two feet into the ground. Lift it up!”

      Clay grabbed the handle of his shovel and gave it a tug. Sure enough, the skull partially lifted, the atlas still connected to it. And from the atlas dangled yet another vertebra, sending a petrifying shock across my body. 

      “Get Rowan,” I said, my voice tense and my stomach broiling.

      As soon as Clay disappeared behind a mound of dirt, my knees shuffled away as if on reflex, and a mix of coffee and bile washed a cluster of vessels into the ashy soil.

      “Here…” River kneeled down beside me, letting his canteen dangle in front of my nose. “I didn’t drink a drop of that water yet today, but used it twice already to rinse digested breakfast from my molars. Ain’t no shame in it.”

      I took the canteen with a dip of my head, poured some water into my mouth and swished it through my teeth. The moment I spit it onto the ground, Rowan hurried over to us, together with Clay and two of the volunteers.

      “Please tell me he’s bullshitting me!” Rowan snarled.

      He grabbed the skull with both hands, pulled, then dropped as soon as the resistance confirmed an unspoken fear.

      “Fucking shit!” he screamed, grabbed Clay’s shovel and cracked the shaft across his thigh, throwing both pieces into different directions. “God damnit. How much deeper are we supposed to dig? This guy’s at least another two feet down, if not more. What’s the fucking frost line out here?”

      “Four feet,” Clay said. “Maybe a bit more.”

      Rowan turned his back on us for a moment, hands on his hips and a shake on his head so desperate, it made my stomach act up all over again.

      “I’ve got seventeen men on that second truck. Eight women and way too many babes,” he mumbled. Then he faced us again, his eyes wet and his face smudged in brown and gray. “How many more women and children am I supposed to pull from this dirt? We’re running out of coals to thaw the ground, and there’s no way we can work through another two feet until we are below frost line. This was a massacre.”

      “The smaller skulls all have bullet holes through the back,” River said as he reached out his hand to pull me up.

      Clay scoffed. “At least they spared a bullet for each child.”

      “What now?” one volunteer asked, the lines underneath his eyes even darker than my mood.

      An uncomfortable quiet settled between us, except for an odd kind of thunder booming from afar. Like a constant growl, rolling closer as we all stared at the ground.

      The steam of the meltwater mixed with the smoke of the coals, turning the air around us thick and wet and clingy. Everyone knew we had failed, and the shame of it hung over our heads. 

      Rowan pinched the bridge of his nose, then followed up with a sharp exhale. “Let’s uh… let’s keep on digging for another two to three hours. Then we’ll have to wrap it up and head back home. We’ll have to —”

      A metallic clatter cut through his words. Thunder rolled in from all around us now, coming from long, shiny exhausts which hummed a choir of pta-pta-pta. It must have been around forty vehicles closing in on our camp, two massive tires in the back on each and wide handlebars keeping the single front one straight.

      Everyone's hands darted for their weapons, but Rowan flung his one up. “Stand down. They’re too close already, and even if they weren’t, this isn’t something we could fight off.”

      “Those aren’t defenders,” River shouted over the noise, his eyes locked on how they circled around us before coming to a standstill.

      Engines idled, and a guy the size of an industrial fridge climbed slowly off his bike. The heels on his boots ground deep into the mud, and he walked over to us with one hand on his chest holster.

      Rowan took a few steps and positioned himself in front of us. “Who the fuck are you? And what are you doing out here?”

      The man looked around for a brief moment, letting his eyes trail over our tents and the shovels standing handle-up from the ground.

      “They call me Bird,” the guy mumbled in a low-pitched voice, his gray beard doing little to hide the scar that trailed from his chin to his cheekbone. “My brothers here and I came to ask you the same thing. What the fuck you doing out here?”

      The two men stared at each other for a while, spurring my pulse and sending a twitch into my trigger finger. 

      “We’re digging,” Rowan snarled.

      “Why? This ain’t no sandbox, brother.”

      Rowan’s hands stretched and balled repeatedly. “I’m not your brother.”

      “No shit.” Bird let out a chuckle. The moment his fingers fumbled inside his jacket, we all stood up straighter.

      He retrieved a small piece of paper, stuffed it with what looked like dried moss, licked the edges and rolled it into a cone. “I’d say you’re too pretty to be my brother. But we’re both out here instead of in there.” He pointed down south. “And that makes us all brothers.”

      He pulled a brass-colored lighter from his pocket, engraved with a soaring bird, flipped it open and lit the cone. After he had taken a quick puff, he continued. “Where I come from, it’s rude not to introduce yourself.”

      Our chieftain hesitated and gazed over the assembly of motorcycles around us. “I’m Rowan, chieftain of the Woodlands, and these are some of my men.”

      Bird wiggled his finger toward us, a smirk on his face that reminded me of a hissing opossum. “Yeah, I heard of you, Rowan, chieftain of the Woodlands. Which makes me wonder even more why the hell you come out here playing with shovels in the dirt. This ain’t your territory.”

      “The Districts sent us a message a few weeks back, saying they prosecuted a friend of our Clan. Pastor William.”

      For a moment it seemed as if Bird’s eyes had widened, but he quickly sunk his gaze and took another puff, coughing the smoke from the corners of his tight lips. Then he gestured Rowan to go on.

      “They gave us the coordinates of this location,” Rowan said and pointed behind him. “We didn’t find the pastor, but we found human remains, which we believe belong to nonconformists, butchered by the council and burnt down to the bones right here.”

      “And digging up corpses is a hobby of yours… I take it.”

      Rowan’s shoulders slouched. “We’re here to take them back to my Clan, so we can give them a proper burial.”

      “All one-hundred-and-thirty-two of them?” Bird asked and tilted his head, a raised brow framing the tight expression on his face.

      Rowan glanced over his shoulder and exchanged a quick look with me and River, then took a strong step toward Bird.

      The engines around us roared up in warning, sending shivers down my spine and a silent prayer north. Why I couldn’t tell. Dying twenty miles outside the District’s walls sounded sweeter than having to face Ruth again.

      “How do you know it was that many?” Rowan asked.

      “Would’ve been more if we wouldn’t have picked up the seven that got away.” He dropped whatever he had smoked to the ground, stepped it into the mud and smoothed his beard between his fingers. “Two women, four children… and the pastor.”

      Rowan stood up straight. “Pastor William is alive?”

      Bird pouted his lips and let his eyes trail skyward. “How do they say? He moved on to greener pastures? His injuries were too severe, but we’ve got his bones if you’ve got a valid reason to claim them. William was… a friend of ours.”

      “His son is one of my men now,” Rowan said, his voice deep and already weighted down by the bad news he would have to deliver to Max.

      Bird turned around and waved at his people. Three seconds later, one engine roared up and pulled a small, black trailer behind it.

      “If you wanna have his bones,” Bird said, “you’ll have to send one of your men with us to claim them. We’ll make sure he catches a ride back. All in one piece. The man that is… not the bones.”

      He gave a chuckle. As soon as the trailer drove up beside him, he gave a loud pat against its side and fumbled with a lock on the back.

      “Are you a chieftain of some sort?” I asked, expecting Rowan to punch me with his eyeballs any second now. But he didn’t. His eyes lay solely on the trailer, but behind his back he stretched and pumped his hands.

      Bird let out a laugh that made us stare at the back of his throat. Then he shifted his weight to one side and called out for the guy who had brought the trailer. “Hear that, Abe? He asked if I’m a chieftain of some sort…”

      Abe gave a slow, precise nod. “A chieftain through and through, brother.”

      “No, but seriously,” Bird said and turned his attention back to us. “My father was a chieftain some sixty years back. But we don’t do chieftains out west.”

      “Out west?” Rowan asked.

      “You call is Ash Zones. We call it home. Now ease up… we’re here to help you.”

      Bird opened up the trailer and pulled out several metal rods, narrow on one end and a funnel-like shape attached to the other. Each one of the thumped against the ground, vibrating against the soles of my boots.

      “We use these to warm the soil in our germinating beds,” Bird said, and then continued to pull stuff from the trailer. At least two dozen shovels, crates with water jugs and several bags of what looked like charred logs. Then he stood up one of the metal rods and spiked it into the ground. “Fire goes inside the wide part, and there're holes drilled into them for oxygen. The solid part will transfer the heat into the soil around three feet deep. I will also leave you twenty of my men behind.”

      “Fifteen,” Rowan blurted from a straight line of lips.

      Bird answered with an approving smile. “Smart man. Fifteen of us are easier to fight than twenty, aren’t they?”

      “Why are you helping us?” River asked with his chin held high.

      “Like I said… pastor William was a friend of ours. Been doing business with him for at least thirty years. He tried to get his people out before things would escalate inside the Districts. Then they escalated out here…”

      His voice had cracked at that last sentence, and his gaze wandered off, seemingly without focus or destination.

      Then he went on. “One of our drones reported your presence, so we loaded up and went on a run to help you out. There’s a truck coming as well which will help you with the transport, but it’ll take them another couple of hours to arrive. Four-wheelers don’t fare well on our terrain.”

      When he punched his fist into the air, engines roared up once more and half of them rolled toward us, parking their motorcycles perfectly lined up in a row of metal and rubber. Twenty guys hopped off and walked over, gathering around the trailer.

      “This one over there,” Bird pointed at a guy with a cantering horse tattooed into the side of his neck. “His name is Arizona, and he will be overlooking my men. You got trouble with any of them, you take it to Arizona. He’ll make sure they march in line. Now, which one of your men’s gonna ride with me?”

      “Let me have a word with my men,” Rowan said and gave a jut with his chin. 

      We followed behind him until he brought some distance between us and them, then he anchored his hands by his hips. “I hate sending someone with them, so please tell me one of you is crazy enough to volunteer.”

      River shrugged. “I’ll go.”

      “Someone without having a baby on the way, please.”

      Everyone's eyes sunk to the ground, as if someone had hidden excuses between those layers of ash and dirt. Except for me. I stared straight over to the group of bikers, their outlines blurring more with each breath I took.

      The thought of going with Bird and bringing even more distance between me and Ruth made an agonizing pain gnaw my insides. But no matter how much it would hurt, it had nothing on the way going back to Ruth would make me die a slow and even more painful death. 

      Whatever she would offer wasn’t enough. Not anymore. And not for as long as it didn’t come with making her mine.

      Clammy air covered my lungs. 

      With each breath I took, Bird’s outline blurred some more.

      With each breath I took, the right course of action became more clear.

      It was right there on my tongue. I’ll go. I’ll go.

      A volunteer stepped up and pushed out his chest. “I have no troubles going with them.”

      “Alright,” Rowan mumbled. “It’s settled then.”
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      The old excavator clanked and clunked underneath the strain of lifting the soggy ground. Each time it dug its teeth deeper into the rectangular hole in the churchyard, the hydraulic hissed and emptied the bucket on top of the dirt mound beside it.

      “Are you holding it?” Oriel asked and looked up at Hazel and me through his protective glasses. “Remember, you’ll be stemming the entire weight of it once it’s cut, okay?”

      “Do it already,” Hazel said.

      She gripped the black wrought-iron a bit tighter, and I adjusted my hands once more. Oriel gave us a nod, angled the sharp-toothed blade against the fence and began cutting.

      A firework of sparks exploded, sending orange and yellow gleams toward us. The noise of the saw might have been deafening for some, but it did little to fade out my overly loud thoughts. I have to talk to Adair. I have to confess how much he means to me. I have to —

      “Ruth!” Hazel shouted, her shoulders rolled and her back crooked.

      I lifted the chunk of metal higher, mumbling a quick sorry her way before we took five steps and lowered the fence-piece onto the ground. We carefully leaned it against the part of wrought-iron which remained, hoping the opening would be big enough for the final truckload to pass through.

      “I almost broke my back because of you,” Hazel hissed, stretching her neck in one, then in the other direction.

      The Clan had been busy widening the grave ever since Oriel’s return, now that we knew things were worse than expected. He spoke of over one-hundred-and-thirty men, women, and children. A number that should have me hang my head in mourning, perhaps even shame, but all I could think of was what I would say to Adair.

      He had shown me that there could be more to sex than piece A goes into slot B. After all, he had been gone for three and a half days now, but what I missed the most wasn’t the sex. It was the way he took me into his arms after. The way brushed my tangled hair back from my eyes. And the way he safeguarded me before it happened, and after — day in and out.

      “Are we making progress?” Max asked and gaped into the hole, a large, wooden cross dangling from his shoulder.

      “It’s his last bucket, and we’ll be ready,” I said, trailing my fingers over the tooled letters which embellished the cross. “You think this is the way your dad would have wanted it?”

      “He would have wanted single graves for sure but…” His voice trailed off, and he gently lowered the wood onto his boot. “Well, this is the best we can do with three truckloads full of bones. But I asked the carpenter to make this cross, which will go behind the grave.”

      I stepped up in front of him, letting my fingertips once more glide over the smoothed and sanded ridges. “Dum vita est, spes est. What does it mean?”

      “While there is life, there is hope.”

      “And that’s a verse from the bible?”

      Max shook his head. There should have been the hint of a boyish smirk on his lips, if the weight of the occasion hadn’t dragged the corners. “I don’t think it is, but it’s something I remember my dad told us when we were little. Like I said, I’m doing the best I can here.”

      “Did Oriel say anything about your dad?”

      “Only to wait fo—” he hesitated when his voice broke off, and cleared his throat before he continued. “Only to wait for Rowan. And we all know what that means. I didn’t expect him to be alive, honestly. And if he died feeling like he fulfilled his purpose, I have no reason to be sad. The only thing I regret is the many years I left him on his own.”

      My heart stalled in my chest, compressed by how every single gap between my ribs filled with sadness. Before I could reach out to him, he shouldered the cross once more and walked off.

      “They’re back!” someone shouted.

      I swung around along with everyone else, each of us shifting our weight from one side to the other, trying to glimpse a familiar face. My eyes trailed from window to window, searching for a set of tired, blue eyes. I found many tired ones, their eyelids saggy and the skin around them pale-gray — none of them were blue.

      A loud beep shattered against the bricks of the church, and a massive truck backed up toward me.

      “Everyone out of the way,” Max shouted, grabbed the sleeve of my jacket and pulled me behind him.

      The tires stopped less than a foot from the edge of the grave which reached around seven feet deep. Moments later, the flatbed lifted up at the side of the cabin, letting particles of sand and ash gently glide off the metal. And everything happened fast.

      A single bone tumbled off the flatbed and fell into the grave. People all around me sucked in their breaths. Others moaned or whimpered. Next, a large skull rolled. By the time a dreadful rumble unclogged itself from the truck, I had pressed my eyes shut tight. The only thing I could hear were bones shattering against bones. The only thing I could feel was particles of dust blowing into my face, rubbing the scent of something barbaric deep into my nostrils.

      It was then that I noticed something was wrong, and it had nothing to do with the cruelty my people had put onto these bones. Something was missing. Something that would make my knees shake a little less. Someone who would whisper in my ears to look at him.

      When I opened my eyes again, people stood about paralyzed, most of them holding a palm to their faces, covering up the shock and disgust.

      A guy I’ve never seen before walked up next to me, his tousled hair falling in ash-blond strands over his cheeks. “Need a hug, beautiful?”

      “Get your ass back in the truck, Jack,” another guy said and anchored his hands by his hips. “This ain’t home, brother, and Bird wants you at your best behavior.”

      Jack gave a scoff, marched off and climbed back into the truck, putting it into gear and leaving through the gap we had cut into the fence

      “Sorry ’bout that,” the other one said and gave me a wink. “I’m Arizona, and that charming guy you met was Jack. Sometimes he can’t help himself around the ladies, but he’s a good guy inside if you know what I mean.”

      “Arizona?” I asked. “Like the former state?”

      “I’d like to say born and bred, but that ain’t the truth for no-one anymore, unless you’re over sixty. Nothing’s being born out there anymore unless it’s an ash storm or a tornado. But it’s where my folks are from.”

      “And they named you after their former home-state?”

      “No, ma’am. Arizona is what they call me back home, but my real name is Jessie. Now, if you’d excuse me… I gotta talk with that chieftain of yours.”

      With a dip of his head, he disappeared, hugging himself and rubbing his palms up and down his arms as he strolled over to Rowan.

      I followed closely behind him and joined the crowd which had assembled around Rowan in a half-moon. Babbles and excited chatter boomed from all around, spiking my impatience into something so desperate, I struggled for air over my pounding heart.

      “I will try to answer all questions as good as I can tonight, during our assembly,” Rowan yelled over the many-pitched voices. “If you don’t got the stomach for this, go home and return once the grave has been closed. This is the best we can manage, given the circumstances.”

      “Rowan,” I shouted and swung my hand up.

      A young woman jumped up in front of me. “How can we help?”

      “Get cold-season grass seeds if you’ve got any at home,” Rowan said. “Once Oriel leveled the ground, we will arrange a flower bed on top of it this spring. But we’ll have to frost-seed the area around as soon as possible.”

      “Where is Adair?” I asked, but the rumble of voices swallowed each of my words. The only response I received in return was Rowan holding one hand to his ear asking “Huh?”

      I followed along the outline if the crowd until I reached a gap and slipped through.

      “Where is Adair? I have to talk to him,” I said.

      “Oh yeah, I almost forgot.” Rowan leaned over and cocked his head. “He told me to —”

      “Should I bring in the next truck?” Oriel asked.

      Rowan gazed around. “Ehh… let me think for a sec.”

      Then Oriel turned his attention to me with an unexpected smile on his face. “Did he tell you already?”

      An uneasy feeling settled at the bottom of my stomach. “Told me what? Hey, did you see Adair?”

      “Guess you haven’t heard yet then. I didn’t wanna blurt it out earlier but, yeah, um… Rowan assigned me as your new guard.”

      A quiver swept over my body, and the world around me spun faster than my heart thumped against my temples. Adair had asked Rowan to replace him. I didn’t so much as blink now.

      The fear of seeing him anchored my eyes to Oriel’s boots, who continued to shine a smile down on me — I could tell by the way it burnt my cheeks.

      “Did you tell her?” Rowan asked and stepped up beside us, those wrinkles he had carried around on his forehead ever since I met him now softer.

      “I don’t want another guard,” it blurted out of me, the desperation of my voice leaving a bitter taste on the back of my tongue. “Maybe you should call Adair over here, so we can discuss it. Why am I being handed around like this?”

      Rowan’s eyes darted to Oriel; he shook his head and went on. “You don’t understand, sweetie. This was necessary because Adair didn’t come back with us. He volunteered to go to the Ash Zones to retrieve the b… um… to retrieve something for us.”

      That thumping against my temples again.

      Faster now.

      Flooding every pore of my being with crippling anxiety.

      Rowan’s voice continued. It talked about another volunteer. About Adair having a point and something about importance. Everything he said quickly lost itself amid my clouded head, as I reminded myself every three seconds to take a breath.

      “Nobody here wants to hand you around,” Rowan’s voice finally cut through. “But you better get used to it. Darya mentioned something about you having no interest in getting married.”

      “But —”

      “You don’t have to justify yourself. That’s all your business. I need you to understand that men marry. They get assigned to missions. They die. Without a husband, something like this will happen again.”

      One, two, three. Breathe!

      “But once Adair is back…”

      I looked up at Rowan only to find concern gathered at the corners of his mouth. “It might take him a while. Their people said it took them an entire day only to reach one of their outposts. Nobody knows where they’re located. Trust me, I wasn’t happy about him volunteering. But it made sense since he is probably the most capable, and he seemed eager to get away for a while.”

      He gestured Oriel to step away with a jut of his chin, then he leaned in closer to me. “I think Adair might like you more than he should have, do you understand? Good thing he left. That way, he can get it out of his system. None of it is your fault.”

      Everything was my fault.

      A different kind of anxiety replaced the one from before: a smothering, suffocating, strangling one. He didn’t leave to get it out of his system. He left to get me out of his system.

      “Oriel and I agreed you can stay at Hazel’s place for… let’s say two weeks. Make sure he is with you whenever you want to go somewhere. If Adair isn’t back by that time, we’ll make it permanent.”

      At that, he left, only to be quickly replaced by a gleaming Oriel who didn’t seem to mind nor notice my wandering about without a destination. He talked about his sister, his mother, and his dad, but each of their stories were lost to the fog inside my head.

      All I could hope for now was that Adair would return within two weeks — with me still in his system. But what if he figured out I wasn’t good enough for him?

      “Are you happy now?” Hazel’s voice cut violently through Oriel’s story of his last hunting trip. She pointed her finger straight at me, a quarter of an inch away from drilling through my ribcage. “This is all your fault. If my brother gets killed out there, I hope you’ll know it was because of you and your foolishness.”

      Oriel furrowed his brows. “Ehh… what?”

      “Rowan said he only left to retrieve something, which means he will be back.” Something pulled on my shoulders. Invisible, but strong enough to drag them into a slouch. “I’m sure he’ll return.”

      Hazel built herself up, her finger jabbing my coat now and her forehead veined in dark purple underneath her pale skin. “If you think that, then you’re not just foolish, you’re fucking stupid. Nobody ever returned from there. You hear that? Nobody!”

      “Hazel,” Oriel said in an appeasing tone, “they helped us dig up the bones and bring them over here.”

      “That has nothing to do with him making it back alive. What do we know about those people? What do we know about how they live? What if he doesn’t want to…”

      Her voice broke off, but the energy which remained clinging to the surrounding air finished her sentence for me. What if he had no intention of returning?
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      The two-day journey on the back of Bird’s bike had turned my joints stiff and my nuts into maracas.

      With each mile we rolled west, the terrain darkened and changed from jagged mountain edges to smooth rock formations, which reminded of a stone golem taking a shit on a laxative.

      The worn edges of my hazmat mask cut through my beard and deep into my cheeks, covering my skin with depleted, wet air.

      Trees were non-existent, except for the remains of their trunks, which rose from the ground like gray-charred stalagmites, their spikes glistening underneath the burning sun. Our sunroom in August had nothing on this place, and yet, filling that deep, cold hole inside my chest seemed hopeless.

      Bird swung his hand up and waved it around, splitting his group of riders in two. They quickly disappeared behind a bunch of rectangular buildings, their walls faced in sheets of metal and their roofs hooped with a clear kind of plastic.

      He weaved his bike through piles of junk and toward a sky-high pole with massive speakers at the top. Right underneath them hung an old traffic light, the red dot shining right at me.

      The tires stopped rolling, and he plunged both legs to the ground, roaring his engine once more before he cut it off for good. After that, there was nothing. No singing of birds or chirping of crickets. Only the wind whistling across stone and shale and a compressed layer of ash underneath.

      Bird picked up his foot and first pointed at the spikes on his soles, then at the ground, his words coming heavy and breathed through his outlet valve. “You fall, you’ll wake up hours later with a concussion. I speak from experience.”

      I got off, bent over and hammered my knuckles against the soil, hard like concrete, leaving a speck of chalky dust behind on my skin. It crunched underfoot but made me slip at the same time, turning the stroll over to one of the buildings into a game of focus.

      Large vent pipes protruded from each building, connected to fans the size of trucks. They spun in a steady rhythm, adding a lazy whooosh… whooosh… whooosh to the otherwise quiet environment.

      Bird stopped right in front of a metal door, grabbed a mask which dangled from a hook and said, “We all carry our masks with us at all times. But if you’re ever being stupid and get caught in red light without it, you’ll find these dangling at each building. Don’t take ’em unless you really need ’em.”

      I gave a nod, my eyes glued to the door which let through excerpts of conversations and fragments of a laugh.

      “The doors are sealed,” Bird said. “Gotta give it a good pull and be quick about it. In and out as fast as you can, or you’ll piss off Lily, and you never want to piss off Lily.”

      “Who?”

      He worked the handle down, threw his shoulder against the door, and pulled me through the gap.

      Wooden stools waited pushed underneath a high counter, the wall of mirrors behind it all sporting an arsenal of differently sized drinking glasses, mugs, and a colorful assortment of bottles.

      “Same as always, Bird?” the guy on the other side of the counter asked, placing a short glass upside down on the smooth-polished surface along with a dark brown bottle.

      Bird pulled the rubber band of my mask and let it snap against my earlobe. “Mask off.”

      The moment I pulled it off, the moist layer on my beard dissipated into the room, letting the scent of alcohol and something flowery fill my nose.

      “What’s it gonna be for the puppy?” the guy behind the counter asked and pointed at me with the bottom of an empty glass. “Did Knox issue him a punch card yet?”

      “He ain’t one of ours,” Bird said and let his eyes trail up the stairs, where a woman waited leaning over the rail and stared down at us. “Give him whatever he wants and put it on mine. Do me a favor and watch him for a couple of minutes.”

      I put my mask onto the counter. “What about the pastor’s bones?”

      “All in good time, son,” he said and walked off, “all in good time.”

      He walked around tables stacked with upside-down chairs, his eyes locked on the dark-skinned woman who carried a lopsided smile on her face. They disappeared behind a purple door, their hands slung around each other before it fell in its lock.

      “You’re not a prospect then,” the guy said, placed down the glass and filled it to the rim with a clear liquid. “My name is Ed, and I run this place. Or… the bar at least. And you are?”

      “Adair.”

      I grabbed the glass and took a sip. The burn of the alcohol flared down my throat and exploded somewhere near my stomach, sending a cough through the corners of my mouth.

      “If it can’t run your bike, it’s probably not worth drinking,” he laughed. “At least that’s what the members say. I take it you’re not from around here.”

      I swallowed twice, but my voice still came out hoarse when I responded. “I’m from the Clan of the Woodlands.”

      Ed let out a whistle. “You’re a long way from home. Not sure if I’ve ever seen a clansman before.”

      “Who was that woman that left with Bird? His wife?”

      “Wife?” he let out a chuckle, pulled the cork from the bottle and filled my glass to the rim once more. “Now you’re making it sound as if you guys are a lifetime away from us. You’ve got a lot of wives where you’re from?”

      The sting of his question went deeper than the alcohol. “No, not really.”

      “Neither do we,” he said, then he leaned over the counter and whispered. “The lady you saw was Lily. But rumors have it they got a child together.”

      “That would be a death sentence where I come from. You can’t touch a woman that isn’t your wife.”

      “Same for the wives we have here, which aren’t that many. But this lady is Lily, and that rule doesn’t apply to her. Or the others.”

      “Others?”

      A young woman walked up from a dingy hallway and joined Ed behind the bar, her mask still on her face and her black hair tangled between the rubber bands.

      She opened a drawer underneath the counter and rummaged through the contents, making metal clink against metal. “Six fucking days with this damn mask on. Has anyone considered that the light might be broken? Did anyone actually go outside and measure?”

      The drawer shut with a bam and she dangled a set of keys from her hand, her dark brown eyes suddenly locking with mine.

      I gave a nod. “Hi, I’m Adair.”

      “He’s a clansman,” Ed added.

      She dropped the keys onto the counter and pulled her mask off, revealing a red, lipsticked mouth and a fine bead of sweat glistening on her flawless skin. “You’re from a Clan?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “And you’re here because…”

      “I’m here to get the remains of pastor William, so I can bring them back to my Clan. His son would like to give him a proper burial.”

      “Huh.” Her lips parted slightly, then she held out her hand. “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Adair.”

      My eyes darted between Ed and her small hand.

      “You can touch me, it’s not a big deal,” she said and stretched an inch further my way. “My name is Lily.”

      “Lily?” Confusion washed over me, along with a significant amount of fear. But before it could manifest itself inside my muscles, Lily took my hand and gave it a gentle shake.

      “You’re supposed to say pleased to meet you, Lily.” She giggled and let go of my hand, then grabbed for the keys once more. “Anyway, I’m taking the truck out to spring number three and fill the tanks before we run out of water for the showers. Jack was supposed to do it, but apparently, Knox sent him on a run. I should be back in around two hours or so.”

      “Wait,” I said. “Are you telling me you’re going out there on your own?”

      Lily and Ed exchanged a baffled look.

      “Why wouldn’t she?” Ed asked.

      “What if she gets assaulted?”

      Both lifted one brow each.

      “Raped?”

      “Why would anyone rape me?” Lily scrunched up her face and scoffed. “Is that what happens to women where you come from? And I thought this place sucked…”

      She put on her mask and waved me a quick goodbye, then she left again through the dingy hallway, giving me a final glance over the shoulder before she disappeared.

      I pulled a chair out from underneath the bar, planted my ass on it, and pulled myself closer toward Ed. “Um… is Lily a popular name here?”

      The way he smiled at me had something empty to it. “I don’t know a single woman in this town named Lily.”

      “But…” I let my thump point toward the dark hallway. “She just said —”

      “Get your ass up and put your mask back on,” Bird said and walked up behind me, his shirt wrinkled and his fingers struggling with the zipper on his pants.

      I got up, took another burning sip of the engine cleaner, and grabbed for my mask. “We don’t have to dig them up, do we?”

      “Dig what up?”

      “The pastor’s remains.”

      “Right… right… the pastor.” He grabbed my glass, poured the leftovers down his hutch, and slammed the glass upside down on the counter. “No, as far as I know, they cremated him and kept his ashes. We’ll ask Knox. But first, we’ll have to stop at my place so I can check on my mum.”

      Bird grabbed the mask not made for a guy his size, squeezed it onto his face and shoved some of his white beard inside for a better seal. I did the same with mine and gave a knock on the counter, then we left the bar as quickly as we could because… whoever the fuck Lily was, we didn’t wanna piss her off.

      I followed Bird toward a jagged horizon. We passed massive metal containers arranged in neat rows, each one of them labeled in bright orange at the top right corner. When we stopped at delta-fifty-one, he turned around and looked down at me. “The carbon dioxide is hard on her lungs, so make sure you close the door behind you right away.”

      I gazed about the tan container, a single strip of a narrow window attached at the far top. “This is where you live?”

      He didn’t answer but banged against the door three times, then we hurried inside, and I closed the door shut behind me as fast as I could.

      “Phoenix!” came from a bed in the back right corner, the voice filled with way more excitement than life.

      “Yeah, it’s me, mum.”

      He crossed the full length of his metal home and pulled himself a chair next to his mother’s bed, his shoulders rounding more and more with each stroke he gave across the back of her pale hand.

      “Did Eden take good care of you?” he asked, resting his elbows down onto his thighs. “How’s the pain?”

      Her age-mottled arm shook like young twigs in the storm, and a wheeze accompanied each of her breaths. “Your dad would be so proud of you. His son. A chieftain. You’re the bridge between two worlds.”

      “But mum, I’m not a chieftain, remember?” He gently lifted her head and fluffed the pillow underneath her. “Do you know how much morphine she gave you? Did she up your dose?”

      “Tell me about your wife again.”

      “She’s not my wife…”

      His voice had long broken off, but the heaviness of his words still clung to the surrounding air. Rounding his shoulders some more. Pulling them deeper to the ground.

      “Did I come to your wedding?” she asked, then she let out a deep, guttural moan. “Make it stop. It hurts so bad, please make it stop.”

      Without looking up, Bird snapped his fingers and pointed at a console table next to me. “Get me that satellite phone from the right drawer. The green one.”

      I pulled the creaky teardrop handle and shoved through cell phones, old two-way radios, and satellite phones until I found the one with the green rubber trim. With each step I came closer, the chest-rattling turned louder. Deeper. But it wasn’t until I stood less than a foot away from the bed that my guts twisted and convulsed.

      “I know her,” I said and handed Bird the phone.

      He took it without a word and punched in some numbers, leaving me to stare at his dying mother.

      The councilwoman’s face had sunken in below her cheeks, turning wrinkles of age into craters of sickness and disease. She held her eyes pressed shut, and a tremble parted her lips, releasing howls of pain strangled and gagged by her lack of strength.

      Kenya.

      Yes, I was confident that must have been her name. Still was — at least for a little while.

      “Fucking shit,” Bird shouted and tossed the phone behind him, where it clanked against the metal wall. “Sorry, mum, but I’ll have to wait for Eden to tell me how much she gave you. Can you hold on a little longer?”

      “Phoenix…” she moaned, then her eyes rolled back into her skull. “Save the girl. Find her brother.”

      One, struggled breath later, her face softened as she dozed off.

      “You want me to go get someone?” I asked.

      “It’s always like that when the pain becomes intolerable. No matter how many times we upped her dose, it’s just not cutting it anymore. Lots of stuff she mumbles is nonsense.”

      He took her hand once more and pressed it against his forehead. It rested there for a moment as if he whispered a prayer into her body. Then he went on. “It’s, uh, pancreatic cancer. One of the most painful ones from what I heard.”

      “Is that what makes her delirious?”

      He placed her hand onto her chest and turned around to look at me, his brows furrowed. “Eden and I had a little ceremony a few years back, but… it wasn’t like an official marriage or anything like that. She’s the woman you saw me with earlier.”

      “But I thought her name was Lily.”

      He gave a laugh. Not the funny kind. It was the kind that had pain clung to its tone and desperation clutch to its pitch. “Yeah, exactly. See, that’s my problem and has been for the last eight years. I just keep on forgetting that her name is Lily. And my name out here is Bird. Sometimes I seem to forget that, too. Mum’s the only one who calls me by my real name.” He rose, pushed the chair back against the wall and rummaged through a bunch of shirts squeezed into a shelf above. “And what are you running away from?”

      His question made heat rise to my cheeks and numbness spread through my toes. “I’m not running from anything.” Or anyone.

      “Nobody ends up here unless he was born into it or chased here by something.”

      I took a deep breath and compressed as much conviction as I could muster into my voice. “All I need is the remains, and I’ll head home.”

      Bird grabbed a shirt, shook the wrinkled fabric by its shoulders, and held it against me. “You can borrow this one for now. The Ash Zones don’t do winter, so you better find yourself some shirts. If you’re in a rush to leave, you’ll have to find another brother to take you. I intend to stay until…”

      His eyes drifted off to his mother, a councilwoman we all thought dead. This place was supposed to give answers, but I had a feeling I might return home with even more questions.

      “I’ll find someone else,” I said, took off my sweater and grabbed the shirt from him

      “Sure you will,” he chuckled. “No brother would ever turn down a run. But then there’s Knox…”
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      “They said they put his ashes in the red container with the Christmas print on it,” Bird said and pointed at the massive wire shelf by the wall, a lamp flickering above. “Might even have a handwritten label on it like pastor, or… William… something like that.”

      The warehouse smelled of old dust, motor oil, and rusted metal, but I would have taken that over the biting air outside any day. Each time I shifted my weight while browsing the shelf in front of me, something crunched underfoot. I hoped it was sand.

      “Alright, I think I found what we’re searching. It’s right behind this stack here.” I lifted two plastic boxes to the side and let my hand dart for what must have been pastor William’s remains. “You always keep ashes in cookie boxes?”

      “Can people be fancy about that kind of shit where you’re from?” He tapped the lid of the container. “At least they gave him a box with some Christian sentiment to it.”

      I stared at the faded print. “There’s just a snowman on it with a rabbit taking off with his carrot nose.”

      “Must relate to a story in the bible.” He scratched the back of his neck and leaned against the shelf, which shifted underneath his weight. “You better put some tape around that before you take it with you.”

      I let my fingers run along the rim and gently pressed the lid’s edges down onto the container. Holding what I came for between my hands made tension settle on my shoulders. It had been five days since I told Ruth I loved her. Five days since she turned me down.

      If I left tomorrow, all that would lay a week in the past once I arrived back home. Not sure if that was enough time for the pain to ease, but it sure as hell wasn’t enough time to make me love her any less — or miss her any less.

      Does she miss me?

      Is she thinking of me?

      Fuck. I had to stop with all those questions in my head. She had given me the only answer that mattered. Every question beyond that was bred by hope and doomed to rip me open once more. Fact was she neither loved me nor wanted me, and I had to find a way to live with it. At this point, I figured leaving was a good thing. Distance was a good thing. At least for a while. At least until I knew, I could manage to go on without her.

      I pressed my eyes shut for a moment.

      When I opened them back up, something brushed the corner of my eyes. Not something. A box. Two shelves down.

      Red.

      I picked it up with my other hand and held it out to Bird. “This one has a needle tree on it with a layer of snow on top. And it’s red. Which one of these two is it?”

      “Huh…” He grabbed the container from me and turned it around in his hands, the ash inside plopping against the brittle plastic. “I’ll be damned. Did you find a label on the other one? Because there’s no label on this one.”

      “No, I checked when I took it out, and there’s no label.”

      “I’m sure it’s the one with the snowman.”

      “Why?” I took the box from him and held both prints next to each other. “Didn’t people used to get Christmas trees and hang ornaments on it?”

      He pointed at the tip of the pine. “I don’t see no ornaments, just a cap of snow and that only indicates winter to me.”

      “So does a snowman.”

      Bird scratched his chin underneath his beard, then stroked the fluffed hairs back down. “Damn, you’re right. Just pour them together and call it a day.”

      “That doesn’t seem right…”

      “Right or not, I’m getting hungry, and Knox wants to speak to you before we turn in.” He took one container, popped the lid open, and gestured me to do the same with the other. “They never clean out the chamber anyway unless there are some larger bones left. So that shit kinda mixes with everything, anyway. You might have a dozen people in that container.”

      “Or two dozen if we mix them…” I couldn’t help but cock my head at him. “I was only supposed to bring one.”

      “Here… I’ll do it.”

      He ripped the other one from me with a heavy sigh, popped the lid open with his teeth, and poured it into the other. Ash puffed into the air in little mushroom shapes, floating below the flickering light and brushing against my skin. I would have liked to think this was an exception — then I remembered the crunch underneath my soles in front of this very shelf.

      Bird sealed the lid back on and handed me the container, packed to the rim with ashes. “Just tell yourself you’re doing all these people a big favor. His son wants a Christian burial, right? Thanks to you, they’ll all go to heaven now.”

      I had no idea how many souls I carried in my backpack, but I could tell they added a few pounds to my shoulder straps. We left the warehouse behind, and I followed Bird toward three stacked containers, a couple of bouncers hanging out in front of the door.

      One of them gave a nod and mumbled a quick “Bird” through the vent of his mask, while the others eyed me warily. They moved aside, and we stepped into the building, closing the door behind us quickly, just like everyone did around here.

      Bird ripped his mask off and threw it onto the brown leather couch in the center of the room, the seats roughed down to a cream color. Beside it flickered a fire surrounded by a wooden mantle, and the air reeked of disinfectant.

      “Just leave the talking to me,” Bird mumbled, then his voice turned louder. Deeper. “Don’t tell me you’re getting yourself more ink, Knox.”

      I followed behind Bird and walked over a brown and white hide rug, a buzzing sound growing more noticeable with each step we took.

      A guy rested naked on a large, rectangular table, one hand behind his head and the other wrapped around his cock. His nuts rested against his thighs, while yet another guy stretched the skin and needled his ballsack with the machine.

      Each time the buzz turned more muffled against his crown jewels, an uncomfortable amount of saliva pooled at the back of my throat, waiting to be swallowed.

      Bird hammered his knuckles against the wooden table. “Know, did the outpost get in touch with you about the clansman?”

      Knox tilted his head back and gave me an upside-down stare. “That him?”

      “His name is Adair, and he wants to get the remains of pastor William back home to the son. Already took ’em from the warehouse, and now we’re looking for someone to bring him back.”

      Knox gave a grunt, pushed himself up to sit, and stared down at himself. “How’s it looking, Jack?”

      Jack stopped the buzzing for a second, wiped ink and blood off the skin and squinted his eyes. “Pretty much done. I just hope you won’t ask me to decorate your asshole the next time.”

      Knox glanced at me over his shoulder and gave a jut with his head. “Can you read it for me? Make sure this illiterate bastard down there got it right?”

      I exchanged a quick look with Bird, who crossed his massive arms in front of his chest and hinted a nod. So I walked around the damn table and peeked over Jack’s shoulder and down at Knox’s package.

      “Hang in there?” I asked, unable to ignore how my brows arched.

      “That’s right,” Knox said in a proud tone. “We all need inspirational quotes, don’t you think, Bird? They get us through life.”

      “Whatever you say, Knox.”

      Jack rummaged through a box, retrieved a small tub, and flung it onto Knox’s colorful chest. “Put this on it for the next ten days, twice a day. If it gets infected go see doc, ’cause I sure as hell won’t go down there again. We’re even now, you hear me?”

      “Loud and clear, lumberjack,” Knox said and jumped off the table. “Get yourself a punch card from my desk and go split some wood.”

      “Yes, sir,” Jack hollered, grabbed his stuff and placed it onto the floor by the desk before he opened one of the drawers. They weren’t kidding. A punch card was just that: a shiny, yellow card with holes in it. Whatever magic it held, it put a skip in Jack’s gait, and he left.

      “I’d shake your hand, Adair, but I’ve been holding my junk for the last twenty minutes so I’d rather not.” Knox put on some briefs and kicked his legs into a pants. “How ’bout you and I sit down and have a talk, while Bird goes and checks on his mother?”

      Without a word, Bird set into motion and left the room, ducking his head by a good bit as he hurried out the door. I followed Knox to the fireplace where he sat on one of the couches, swung his bare feet onto the table in the center and pointed his toe at the couch across.

      The leather immediately clung to my back. Even with Bird’s oversized shirt, the temperature change had come unexpected and overwhelmed my pores.

      “So… the Woodlands, huh?” He lifted his arms behind his head and slipped down, letting himself fall deep into the couch.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Hm.”

      We stared at each other for a while, none of us saying a word because neither one of us was stupid. The air around us wasn’t tense, exactly, but it sure as hell wasn’t friendly either.

      “Never met one of you before. Not officially,” he said, the strain in his voice making me wonder if the words had drawn blood along his gums. “Unless it was one of those outlaws you keep sending into our territory.”

      An uncomfortable feeling settled on my skin, and this time, it didn’t come from the cold leather against my burning skin. Rowan exiled at least thirty men since he became chieftain. “They make it all the way out here?”

      “Four did.” He dropped his feet onto the ground and leaned over. “You know, at first I was pissed that you keep sending your degenerates out here. But those who made it were so terrified of us, I realized your chieftain is doing us a favor. Big time. You make this place sound like a death sentence, and everyone leaves us alone.” Then he cocked his head and furrowed his brows. “I mean, it is a death sentence if you don’t know your way around the wastelands. Anyway, you’ve got a weird way of dealing with the women issue.”

      “We didn’t have a rape in almost eighteen months.”

      Knox leaned back once more, a self-pleased smirk on his face. “Neither did we. Shit. I just realized we didn’t have a single case of rape ever since I became president. That was almost nine years ago.”

      “President as in democracy?”

      I was sure Knox could see a hint of shock and confusion on my face. The thought of establishing a voted chieftain alone made me feel like I was swallowing my own teeth.

      “It was a head-to-head race against Bird.” He gazed over the room with a certain pride to him, as if he surveyed the spoils of his victory. “Everyone thought he’d step into his father’s footsteps. Chieftain Phoenix. Junior, that is. In any case, he couldn’t offer the men what they wanted, so I won and assigned him as my sergeant. He’s getting a bit too old for that job now, though.”

      A long, awkward silence settled onto the room and the bowl of roasted peanuts between us, which I refused to touch, considering he might have done the same thing earlier.

      “I gotta get the remains of pastor William back to his son. My holo-band won’t connect to the old satellite out here, so I don’t want to delay things. Got someone who can get me out tomorrow?”

      That awkward silence again. Longer now. Spiking the adrenaline in my blood and sending it through my veins in useless bursts. I knew coming here could be dangerous. Knox knew it as well, I could tell by the way he stared at me as if struck by all sorts of ideas of what to do with me. There was no fighting my way out of this.

      A smack sounded from his lips. “Jack will pick you up tomorrow around ten and take you to the easter-most outpost. You’ll be on your own from there.”

      I released a sharp breath, which Knox quickly picked up on.

      “You thought I’d arrest you? Kill you?” He let out a laugh. “You gotta understand one thing, Adair. We’re business people here, and we do nothing unless we benefit from it. I don’t see how killing you would get me anything.”

      “And letting me go does?”

      Another smirk moved onto his face. “Go to building alpha-twenty-two. The keys are on a hook by the door. There’s enough food and water in the fridge until tomorrow. Be ready at ten, and don’t wander through my town.”
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      “I already fucking told you we got no way of getting in touch with him. Bird assured me he’ll be safe. We have no other option but to trust his word. And wait. Simply… wait.”

      Rowan pinched the bridge of his nose, his entire face scrunched up because I realized I sounded like a broken record.

      After what Hazel told me, trust was the last thing on my mind. The only thing I could think of was that Adair might never return. And that would be on me. I had driven him away. For all I knew I might have killed him already.

      “He’s right,” Arizona chimed in and stacked the provisions Rowan gave him inside a bag. “Holo-bands ain’t gonna function on our network. Our prez wasn’t happy about the run Bird had organized, but he didn’t say no either. If Bird said he’ll be safe,  he is. Want me to take a message to that Adair guy?”

      “No. Or… yeah, I guess so.” I swallowed hard, my throat thick and swollen from all the cries I had sobbed into my pillow last night. “Tell him there’s no rush. But, like, I really need to talk to him.”

      “You’re confusing me, girl. You want him to rush his ass home or not?”

      “Yes. I mean, no, I want him to be careful of course. Just let him know… tell him I’m sorry. Can you do that for me? Tell him I’m sorry?”

      “Sure thing, hun.” He said it with a shake on his head, and really, I could only shake my head at myself, too.

      Rowan gave a pat on Arizona’s shoulder. “Tell your president I’d like to meet him soon. And don’t lose the memory stick I gave you.”

      “Will do.”

      Arizona shouldered his bag, gave me a wink that might have been less lost with another girl, and left the longhouse. By the time the engine of his truck roared up, I still stood there as if I was another pillar, but barely able to even support my own weight.

      “You love him?”

      I swung around.

      Rowan smiled at me like he had never before. It had a certain benevolence to it, matching the soft tone in his voice I was sure only Darya and Autumn had known until now.

      My nod came straight and certain, only interrupted by the sob that trembled my body.

      “Perhaps I should assign more guards to the single girls and help the matchmaking along.” He stroked his beard as if pondering over it. “That shit’s going so slow out here.”

      “Because the law prevents them from getting to know each other better. At least that’s what Adair thinks. Thought. Whatever.”

      “He said that?”

      “Uh-huh. Guys are scared to approach the women. And assigning them a guard would make it even worse.”

      Rowan let out a chuckle. “I’m not so sure about that. Ayanna loves River. Your love Adair. Seems to me like it’s working.”

      “But what about those who have not been assigned as a guard?” I wiped away the tears that had not formed yet, but I was sure waited behind my eyes. “What if that one guy is the perfect match for one of the women? But they won’t get a chance to find out because you assigned another one, who will do everything to pursue her and everything to keep others from doing the same?”

      He pressed his eyes shut once more and rubbed his fingers across his temples. “I’ll bring it up at the next meeting, preferably once Adair is back so he can share his thoughts on it. You gonna be okay? Or want me to walk you somewhere?”

      “Oriel is… um…” I pointed my thumb over my shoulder and at the door. “He’s kinda waiting outside for me.”

      “You should tell him. About Adair, I mean. Oriel’s been pretty excited since I assigned him and… well… don’t let him grow any hopes.”

      Rowan’s words were well-meant, but everyone here had realized I didn’t want to marry. Shit. I had blurted it out over and over again. Everyone knew. Even Oriel. And especially Adair.

      I dragged my body into motion and left the longhouse, only to be met by Oriel’s overwhelmingly cheerful mood.

      “So?” he asked, folding his hands behind his back and walking me back to the house. Nothing that was necessary, really. But he insisted whenever he could.

      “Arizona will deliver a message to him, but apparently they don’t use the same satellites as we do.”

      “It’s nice of you to care so much about his safety.”

      “Yeah.”

      “I would be thrilled if a woman would care that much about me.”

      “Good.”

      He hummed a tune and stepped through the snow, but the instrumental silence didn’t last long. “My mom’s gonna cook shepherd’s pie tonight. Best in the village, I swear. Wanna join us? My parents would love to meet you.”

      “Ehh —”

      “It’s meatless.”

      For a moment, I had more pity for Oriel than I did for myself. “Yeah, okay. Why not…”

      “Great! Pick you up at five?”

      “Sure…”

      He waited until I had walked up to the front door. Then he waited some more, and perhaps until after the door fell back into its lock. What I needed was rest and a bath to calm my nerves. Patience was key, right? As soon as Adair came back, I would tell him the truth. I’d marry him — if he still wanted me.

      The moment Hazel shot around the corner with a glass and a dark brown container in her hand, I realized rest wasn’t in the cards.

      “Come with me,” she said in a sharp tone. She disappeared into the bathroom, not even once turning as if she was sure I would follow. Which I did.

      I let out a deep exhale. “I already told you I’m sorry, and I promised I would set things —”

      “Pee in this.”

      She held out the glass, the straight line of her mouth telling me she wasn’t even joking.

      “Why?”

      “Do it.”

      “I won’t pee in a glass while you stare.” I crossed my arms in front of my chest to support the statement. “Especially not if I don’t even understand why.”

      “Oh, I’ll tell you.” She planted the glass on one hip and the container on the other, an angry jitter flopping from her toes. “Ayanna told me she got her period about a week after she arrived here. Peggy came to me in tears, around five days after her arrival.”

      “So?”

      “So? It overwhelmed them both, and I don’t assume it would be any different for you. Which tells me you didn’t get it yet. Which tells my idiot brother most likely got you pregnant.”

      Pregnant?

      Pregnant!

      “No, he didn’t!” Or perhaps he did?

      Each of her foot-flops skittered across my skin, leaving goosebumps on the outside and a suffocating panic on the inside. No, it couldn’t be.

      “I haven’t menstruated yet, so what? It takes me longer than the others. I’m not fertile.”

      The rim of the glass hit the tip of my nose. “Prove it!”

      Another deep exhale. I had been handing them out like candy lately. I grabbed the glass and walked over to the potty. Fuck it. Whatever makes her happy.

      I pulled my pants down. Panty down. I pressed my thighs onto the cold porcelain rim. “Can you turn around at least?”

      She didn’t. Instead, she watched how I dribbled into the glass.

      “Here!”

      I pulled my pants back up.

      Hazel grabbed the glass and held it in front of her. “You’re dehydrated.”

      “Whatever. Do what you have to do, so I can go and lie down a bit.”

      She placed the glass by the windowsill, opened the container and pulled out a long, white stripe of paper or something. Then she sunk it into the glass. “You’ve been feeling tired and exhausted lately?”

      “No,” I lied. Of course, I had, but who wouldn’t have, considering Adair and I had been busy satisfying each other all night for the last couple of weeks.

      “And your boobs? Are they tense or hurting?”

      “No. I told you, I’m not pregnant.”

      She stepped away from the glass and turned her back to it, chewing on her lips as if she had skipped breakfast that day.

      I glanced at the glass. “It’s changing color.”

      “That’s normal. It means nothing. Yet.”

      There was no reason for me not to ignore it, but somehow, my eyeballs seemed glued to it. Seconds stretched into lifetimes, and I hoped Hazel would stop that annoying tapping with her foot.

      Then I realized it was my foot that tapped.

      The truth was right there, almost close enough for me to reach out. Suddenly the convinced voice inside my head had quit on me. What if Adair had left more behind than confusion and sleepless nights? I couldn’t look at how the strip began to change. Couldn’t look away either…

      “What color is positive?” I asked.

      “Purple.”

      This one wasn’t purple. A weird sensation settled on my stomach, and I couldn’t tell if it was relief… or disappointment. “Told you I’m not pregnant. It’s not purple. Only pink.”

      Hazel flung around. Her eyes squinted. They widened. Then, they almost fell out of their sockets. “Shit. Shit. Shit.”

      “What is it?”

      She didn’t answer. Only pointed toward the window. My gaze followed along her arm, her knuckles, her fingertip and on, on, on until the corners of my eyes brushed against the glass. My breath caught somewhere between my throat and my collarbone.

      Oh no! Oh yes? “Yeah… uh… now it’s kinda purple.”

      “Fuck!” Her shout echoed from the tiled walls, and she squeezed her head between her hands. “Gosh, what a fucking idiot. What a moron. If anybody finds out…”

      Pregnant.

      My hands wandered to my stomach as if on reflex, reaching out for something that was nothing five seconds ago. But now? The most precious thing ever! Filling me from the inside and for once bringing my foolish curiosity to complete satisfaction.

      I grabbed for Hazel’s hand, not to comfort her but for myself to hold on to something. “Nobody will find out. Rowan is convinced Adair is safe, and as soon as he’s back I will —”

      “Marry him,” she said in a demanding tone, but the frown lines on her forehead gave it away as what it was: a plea.

      “Yes,” I said, and a giggle soon followed.

      “This isn’t funny Ruth…”

      No, it wasn’t funny. But the more I paid attention to how my core filled with warmth and my nerve-ends with tingles, the more I was able to tell it wasn’t sad either. I carried Adair’s child inside me, and the image of it liberated me from whatever had dragged me down since he left. Until a thought overshadowed it all.

      “You believe it would upset him?”

      “Upset?” She arched a brow. Then the other. “My brother wanted nothing more than a wife and children. He’ll lose his shit when he comes home, only to find that he will get both. But I’m also worried you might go back on your word.”

      “How?”

      “A child shouldn’t be the reason for you to change your mind about marrying him.”

      “It’s not.”

      I walked over to the window and pulled the strip out of the glass, letting my gaze dive into the deep purple. Such a common color to hold a future I had never imagined for myself, yet felt so absolutely right.

      “Remember what Ayanna said that night about marrying River?” I asked. “All I know is that the last few days have been the worst of my life. I feel incomplete without Adair. And if marrying is what it takes to make me feel complete again, so be it. He and I will figure it out together.” Another giggle escaped from my chest. This wasn’t sad at all. It was the most joyful moment of my life, and I didn’t want to wait to share it with the man I loved. “And we’ll figure out how to be parents.”

      Hazel grabbed the glass and poured the contents down the drain. “Let’s hope Rowan and that Arizona guy are right, and he’ll be back in one piece. And soon. Or at the very least before you show because I wouldn’t see a way to hide it.”

      “Maybe he’s already on his way.” I caressed my stomach once more. Pregnant. We were expecting a child. “I’m sure he’ll be home any day now.”
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      As good as coming here had felt, the premise of hauling my ass back home felt better. I missed my sister, my Clan, but most of all, I missed Ruth. Not that it was a good thing… the missing her. All I could hope was that things had settled down, and we could meet each other as friends — without benefits.

      I grabbed the red container with who-knows-how-many souls in it, shoved until it settled on the bottom of the saddlebag, and put the heavier items on top. Then I jumped into the shower and rubbed the soap deep into my pores, because who knew how long it would take until I got another.

      Everything inside me tingled, but not as much as the carbon acid raining from the showerhead. Bird said it kept the skin young-looking, but I called bullshit on it because if that was the case, it hadn’t worked on him.

      As I stepped out of the shower, a knock sounded against the metal door, and I wrapped the towel around my waist. I shouted a “come in” through the rectangular room, and Jack quickly squeezed himself through the gap.

      “You ain’t ready yet?” He threw himself onto the brown couch and crossed his feet atop the armrest, one arm resting behind his head.

      “Give me five, and we’ll be out of here.” I got dressed and put on the shirt another guy gave me, and tied my sweater around my waist, well knowing I’d need it a day into freedom ride. “Thanks for doing this, by the way.”

      “You’re making it sound as if I’m doing it for you.” He scoffed. “Knox pulls all the strings here. He points. I run. You’d never make it out of here by yourself, and a dead clansman would be bad for business.”

      “What kind of business?”

      He closed his eyes as if getting ready for a cat nap, and mumbled, “the one that isn’t any of yours.”

      Five minutes later, I locked the door behind me, hung the key by the nail, and draped the saddlebag carefully across the bike Bird had given me.

      Jack grabbed my handlebar and balled his hand inches away from my face. “Fist up, shift up. Fist down, shift down. Avoid wet ground because it’s slippery as shit, and always stay fifty feet away from me. Always.”

      “Got it.”

      I swung myself onto the bike, turned the key in the ignition, and teased a roar from the exhaust.

      Jack adjusted his mask once more and leaned in closer, yelling over the chatter of the engine. “Outpost said there’s a storm brewing, so you better pay attention and make sure your mask is sealed perfectly.”

      I gave him a thumbs-up and waited until he set his bike into motion, then I left the town behind with pastor William’s remains strapped behind me. Each time I shifted a gear higher, my heart shifted right with it. There was something exhilarating to this going-home thing, even though I understood I had nothing waiting for me.

      We rode across ridges and around potholes, the occasional clump of ash straining the suspension underneath my arms. Jack went about his fist-up, fist-down thing, helping to navigate through some more advanced terrain. With each mile I packed on the engine, the horizon seemed to change before my eyes. It was less jagged, less threatening, but also increasingly… yellow?

      An hour into our ride, the wind had picked up. Thirty minutes after that, ash and grit blew against my mask, scratching the clear plastic until Jack’s bike was nothing but a big, fat smudge a little over fifty feet in front of me.

      Particles pop-pop-popped against my ears, drumming away faster than my heart. The weather had gone from iffy to shit-my-pants scary, and Jack threw down his fist once more. I shifted down a gear and slowed down, making my way through a storm even more terrifying than living surrounded by oak trees during sixty-miles winds.

      Each time my bike cracked a clump underneath my tires, the handlebar swayed, and I clawed my fingers around it. Sweat formed inside my gloves and along my spine, making the ash particles cake against my back.

      Jack’s fist fanned down.

      Down again.

      Then he stopped.

      Less than a mile ahead of us, four gigantic columns twisted around themselves in all shades of gray. They sucked in streams of air and ash and dust, pulling the wind toward them and making it crack against my back like a sledgehammer.

      Jack’s fist rose and circled three times. Not a signal we had discussed, but it didn’t take a genius to figure that one out — he wanted to turn around.

      My focus detached from his arm and wandered back to the four pillars. They would have left a swathe of destruction if it wasn’t for the fact that there was nothing left out here to be destroyed.

      Except for us.

      Jack’s bike set back into motion, and he steered his front tire into a massive turn. Every clenched muscle inside my body told me to follow behind. But there was that noise. If it was the whistling of the wind or the howl of the four tornadoes I couldn’t tell, but it was almost as if they called out to me. Or something behind them. Asking me to get to the other side, as if something waited back there. Or someone.

      Jack’s bike suddenly circled around me. His head shook, and his lips formed large o’s and all sorts of open-mouthed vowels.

      His fist jumped up.

      Another circle.

      I gave him a nod and turned my bike around, following his black smudge toward the jagged horizon. All the while the wind whispered as if it wanted to lure me back. As if a treasure waited behind the storm. Can carbon dioxide cause you to hear voices? I didn’t know, but readjusted the seal on my mask, anyway. Just to be safe.

      Lightning tinted the horizon a poisonous yellow. A boom shattered through my ears less than a second later. It was scary as fuck. But it had nothing on how that first raindrop popped against my forehead and drove shivers across my body.

      Pop… pop-pop-pop…

      The clouds ripped open, letting the rain drum against my skull. Within seconds, the ground underneath me turned shiny and slick, making the rubber on my bike slip in all directions but the one I intended. Jack’s fist shot up frantically. I shifted. Shifted again. When my tires got a grip again, my heartbeat eased into a somewhat steady rhythm once more, only falling out of line whenever thunder shook the ground.

      By the time we reached town, the red traffic light flashed, and the speakers above screeched the high pitches of a siren. We parked our bikes outside alpha-twenty-two and hurried inside, the cold of the AC immediately freezing me down to the bones.

      “That was a close call,” Jack said, his lips a blueish shade of purple and his hair smudged with grit and sand. “I’ll have to go and see Knox about it, check what the outposts reported.”

      I threw my mask into a corner of the room and stripped out of my soggy clothes, every square inch of fabric at least a quarter-pound heavy. “We can try again tomorrow. But if you want me to find someone else —”

      “Tomorrow?” He gave a pitiful laugh. “You ain’t leaving here anytime soon, brother.”

      Not sure what I hated more. That he said I wouldn’t be leaving, or that he called me brother. In any case, both things spelled out the same message — I was stuck here, and the thought of it made panic well up inside me.

      “How long?” I asked, my voice suddenly hoarse.

      “The shortest we had was two weeks.”

      I swallowed hard. “And the longest?”

      “Four months.” He grabbed a pillow from the couch and wiped the grime off his mask. “But I only saw that happening once. I get you wanna get the pastor back home, but ain’t nobody is gonna risk his life for it, brother.”

      Brother.

      He had repeated it as if this storm had made me one of them and I would be stuck here for the rest of my life.

      “Let me talk to Knox, and we’ll figure something out.”

      He put his mask back on and left, the rain pushing in through the gap and leaving a small puddle on the ground.

      I stripped down intending to take yet another shower, but that idea was quickly shut down by a gargle pushing up through the pipes and nothing but a dry burp sounding from the showerhead.

      The moment I stepped out of the shower and draped the towel from earlier back around me once more, another knock sounded on the door. I hollered my “come in,” hoping Jack had returned with good news or at least an idea of how to get the water running.

      But it wasn’t Jack. Nor any of the other brothers. Instead, I had a set of dark brown eyes staring at my naked torso, beautifully framed by straight, black hair.

      The girl I had met at the bar placed her mask onto the backrest of the couch, then hurried her hand back to the large bowl of water she slowly carried over to me.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I asked, wrapping my towel tighter and letting my hands dart for the dirt-crusted shirt.

      “Drop that filthy thing. I brought you something clean to change into.” She placed the bowl on the small, square table next to me, grabbed the white cloth inside and squeezed in her fist. “Knox sent me. He says he’s sorry things didn’t work out as planned.”

      “Why didn’t he come to tell me himself?”

      She gave me a smile that seemed trained, the tug on the corners of her mouth not matching the dullness in her eyes. “Well, I guess he figured I’d do a much better job at cheering you up.”

      She pushed my wet hair aside.

      I shrunk back from her touch, and the soaked washcloth stalled inches from my cheek, each drip of water hitting the ground matching the beat of my heart.

      “What are you doing?”

      Another strained smile. “Washing you, of course. They shut down the water during storms, but by the looks of you I’d say you already figured that out.”

      I pulled the rag from her hands. “I’ll do it myself.”

      Her weight shifted away from me, and she cocked her head, her eyes mustering each pore of my skin. “Are all clansmen such prudes? Or do you want me to send in a guy? We have those too if —”

      “No guy,” I snarled. “Just… let me do it myself.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      She hopped onto the table and leaned back, her collarbone rising and falling with each breath as she stared at me.

      I dipped the washcloth back into the bowl and began washing myself down, starting at my face and down my arms, next the torso and the legs at the end.

      She pointed at my towel. “You forgot a spot. And one look at your frame tells me it’s probably not insignificant.”

      I said nothing and dropped the rag into the water.

      “I’d love to wash it for you…”

      She spread her legs and let her fingers trail along the inside of her thighs, glancing up at me from a lowered head. Not sure what pissed me off more. That Knox made her do this, or that I wanted none of it. There was no tingle. No desire. Just a bunch of pity for her pushing my mood lower than it already was.

      “I also have a message for you,” she whispered. “One of our guys, Arizona, made it to one of our outposts. Apparently, his truck got picked up in the storm and flipped upside down. Anyway, he said he had a message for you.”

      “A message?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      My heart kicked up a notch. “From whom?”

      “A girl… apparently. What was her name again?” She tapped her finger against her lips, the wickedness in her eyes telling me she loved dragging it out. “Was it… Ruth?”

      “What was the message?”

      She shoved herself closer to the edge of the table, dropping her voice down to a seductive whisper. “Kiss me, and I’ll tell you.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. But you need to kiss me as if you mean it. I promise you won’t regret it.”

      Everything on my body convulsed but I could tell by the way she clenched her lips together she wouldn’t budge. I took a step toward her, cradled the back of her head inside my palm and kissed her. I pulled her in and let my lips seek out hers, caressing them and letting her go limp against my arm.

      I pulled away. “The message!”

      She took a deep inhale.

      “The girl said she’s sorry, and that there’s no rush for you to come back.”

      My heart punched against my eardrum, making the hum of the AC above us fade away. I was such a fucking idiot. Nothing was waiting for me behind that storm. Whatever I thought I’d heard was nothing but an illusion, conjured up by whatever fucking hope I still had in me.

      “Told you, you wouldn’t regret it.” The girl opened her legs once more, brushing against my thighs because of how close I had allowed myself to stand.

      Knox might have sent her, yes, but the way she licked her lips and rotated her pelvis told me she didn’t mind. She wanted me. Maybe only for tonight but fuck… she wanted me. And I hated myself for not wanting her back.

      Not even now.

      Not even ever.

      I took a generous step back. “What’s your name?”

      “Lily.”

      “Bullshit.” I planted my hands against my hips to line up with my statement. “Your real name.”

      “You can call me Lily.”

      “I don’t wanna fucking call you by your occupation, I wanna know your name.”

      A jerk went through her body. Then all her movements stalled, and she sat there found out and paralyzed. “You… you know nothing about me.”

      “I get you’re a whore.”

      However much she seemed paralyzed before, my harsh words had now turned her to stone. Her skin paled, her eyes turned back to the dull expression they came in with, calling me out as the jerk everyone told me I was.

      “I’m sorry that didn’t come out right.” I closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose as if I could somehow squeeze a better apology out of it. “I meant that I understand what they make you do. What he makes you do. And I… um… I… I just wanna know your name.”

      “My name? That’s all?” she stammered.

      I nodded.

      “Shit.” She blinked back a few tears and covered her sniffles with a finger pressed against her nostrils. “Now I totally want you to kiss me.”

      She let out a laugh, and I joined her with a smile.

      “I would marry you, you know.” She had said it in a whisper, but her tone left no doubt she had meant it. “Her loss if she doesn’t want you. I would be forever grateful if I scored a husband like you.”

      I let out a sharp breath. “I’m already spoiled. I always feared I might never marry, and now I’m certain it’s not in the cards for me. It’s her or none. I’m sure you can find a nice guy here.”

      “He won’t let me.” She slipped off the table and pulled a shirt from her back pocket, which she flung at me. “I’ll have to finish my contract until I can marry. Or run away, but I wouldn’t know where to…”

      Her voice had trailed off, but the words she didn’t speak resonated inside my head: she wouldn’t know where to unless I showed her. Problem was, I was stuck here myself.
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      Oriel scratched a thumb across his temple, his chin tugged against his chest, and his eyes drifted off for going on five minutes now. Then he repeated his question.

      For the third time.

      “You want me to do what?”

      Hazel, who sat astride a chair, let her forehead bang against the backrest with a thump. “You need me to draw a picture of it?” came dulled, her frustration now hiding behind a curtain of tousled hair and wooden slants. “Marry, Oriel. We need you to marry Ruth.”

      He stood against the window of his dining room, the tea in his mug long cold. With his veins lining his forearm and his fingers frozen in the same position, he was nothing but a bundle of questions and confusion. I felt sorry for him. But not nearly as much as I did for myself. Or the child I carried.

      Meltwater fell in big, fat drops from the roof overhang outside, and the ground had turned from white to light green and muddy. But mostly muddy.

      Over the last ten weeks, I had gone from shock to excitement to clinging to the toilet bowl. Hazel called it morning sickness, but I belonged to the lucky two percent that called it all-day-sickness.

      But with each week without a word from Adair, the excitement wore off. Now there was nothing left but desperation. And a deep sadness over the fact that he might never return. Hazel was convinced he was dead. She never said it, but I could tell by the way she had removed all his things from the living room.

      But I knew better. Adair wasn’t dead. He didn’t want to come back to that heartless bitch that took everything he offered without giving him anything in return. Not really.

      Oriel placed the mug on the table. “Why?”

      His one-word question cut through my thoughts like a hot knife through butter, making Hazel and I exchange a quick glance.

      I put my hands onto the table, fumbling them as I searched for the right words. Not that there were any…

      “I’m pregnant.”

      “Jesus fucking Christ.” Oriel flung his hands onto his face and tossed his head back, rubbing his fingertips deep into his long, blond strands. He pulled them as hard as his scalp would let him. “It’s Adair’s, isn’t it?”

      I gave several quick nods.

      “Motherfucker. Please tell me this was consensual. He didn’t force you, did he?”

      “Of course not!” Hazel hissed, the chair-legs screeching underneath the strain of her fury. “Come on, you know him better than that. He didn’t force her. And he doesn’t know she’s pregnant either.”

      The table went slick beneath my fingertips. Both of them stared at me now, feeding that shame inside me. That guilt.

      After a couple of minutes, Oriel broke the embarrassing silence which had formed over untouched tea mugs and a plate of brittle sugar cookies. “Why don’t you tell Rowan and let him decide? Let her move back in with you, Hazel, and help her raise that kid.”

      “I am getting married, Oriel,” she said. “Two weeks and I’ll leave for the mountains, and who will check on her? Who will keep her out of trouble? Who will protect the child?”

      Oriel flung his hands onto his chest. “Why the fuck me? If I had known he knocked her up, I would have asked Rowan not to assign me. I wanna raise my own family, not his.”

      “But you heard I didn’t want to marry,” it blurted out of me, “and yet you wanted Rowan to assign you.”

      He shrugged and cleared his throat. “Well… I figured I might convince you otherwise. Sweep you off your feet, so to speak.”

      He grabbed his mug and walked over to his little kitchenette, dumping cold tea and stoneware into the metal sink. There he stood for a while, his arms hanging listlessly by his sides as he watched his own chance of a family going down the drain.

      “I wanted to tell you,” I mumbled. “But we figured he would come back and…”

      I swallowed the rest of my sorry excuse the moment he gave me a dismissive wave. Shame flared up inside me once more. Burning me from the inside. Making hot tears blaze behind my eyes.

      Curiosity had left me with a permanent consequence. I could live with that. Hazel said my baby wasn’t bigger than an apricot, but my love for him or her had no measure. I wanted this child. Not least of all because of who gave it to me. But dragging Oriel into this? That was something I didn’t want to live with — but living without it wasn’t an option anymore.

      A hot tear rolled down my cheek. I was so stupid.

      Oriel crossed his arms in front of his chest, his gaze still somewhere between drain and pipes. “I won’t do it. Why would I stand up for his fuck-up? Who knows… he might turn up again.”

      “This isn’t about you, and neither is it about my brother.” Hazel rose from her chair and pointed at me. “This is about Ruth and that baby inside her. I am leaving, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. You want her to live out there all by herself? How is she going to support that child?” Then her shoulders slouched, her hand dropped, and she turned her gaze out the window. “Everyone knows he won’t be back. Nobody ever came back from the Ash Zones, and Rowan was stupid to let him leave. She is showing. Give it a few more weeks, and this will boil over quickly.”

      “Let it fucking boil over! I will not cover how your brother broke the damn law.”

      “Look, I’m not proud of what my brother did, okay? But again, this isn’t about him, or me, or you. It’s about —”

      “I fucking get it. It’s about her and the baby.” Oriel walked over to the window and began pacing it, one hand rubbing across his chin as he stared through the glass. “But… why me? Why did you have to pull me into this?”

      “Because you are already her guard. It makes sense, and people will believe it.”

      “And if I marry her and she shows even more the week after, you don’t figure that would look a bit… suspicious?”

      Hazel swung her palms up. “Who gives a shit? As if anybody would care about when it happened once you’re married.”

      Oriel released a deep breath and stared out the window as he mumbled, “can you give Ruth and me a moment alone, please?”

      Hazel gave me a nod, reassuring me that this was the right thing to do. And perhaps it was. At this point, I no longer had a choice. Waiting wasn’t an option anymore.

      “I’ll wait outside for you,” she said. “Give me a holler once you’re ready to walk down to the clinic.”

      Oriel continued to stare out the window, his body stiff and unmoving except for the gentle sway for balance. When Hazel closed the door behind her, he turned around and looked straight at me, his posture still stiff but his face much softer now.

      “I didn’t wanna embarrass you in front of her. Or myself for that matter.” He let out a chuckle that quickly died down as he rubbed the side of his neck. “What kind of marriage are we talking about here? Is this all going to be fake? Or are we going to… like… actually be married?”

      My heart hit bedrock, robbing my blood of oxygen and turning me near dizzy. I had spent two days wondering if this was the right thing to do, but not a second on how to execute it all.

      If the last two months without Adair had taught me anything, it was that I truly loved him and slowly wilted away without his presence. The premise of giving myself to another man, even someone decent like Oriel, squeezed the air out of my lungs and the life right with it.

      My mouth opened and closed, opened, and closed. When my vocal cords finally made some sort of noise, Oriel swung both palms up and shook his head. “I got my answer. It’ll be fake then… two people who don’t love each other, until death do us part.” He turned away and raked his hand through his hair. “Shit. Call me a fucking pussy but I always hoped I’d marry for love.”

      “You have no idea how sorry I am!”

      “Funny…” He let out a chuckle and glanced at me. “I just realized how sorry I am for you. Guess you have some sort of feelings for him, or otherwise, this wouldn’t have happened.” He didn’t wait for me to answer or nod but instead went on, forcing his voice into something more cheerful. “Anyway, we need to make sure my parents buy this. Let’s join them for dinner two or three more times, then we can announce it. Think you can act in front of them as if you like me? Maybe just a little?”

      My lips trembled, and this time, I was the one who let out a tiny giggle. “Yeah, liking you is pretty easy, Oriel.”

      He let a nod roll from his shoulders and pointed at the door, showing me out just as Hazel had reached out her hand to knock.

      “So?” she asked.

      Oriel answered with a smack of his lips and disappeared back inside his house.

      “Told you he’d do it,” she said and hooked her arm into mine. “It’s too bad, his parents never liked me. He’s a good man.”

      “Yeah, but I hate myself for putting him in this situation.”

      We walked down to the clinic without exchanging much more than small talk, and I liked to believe Hazel felt as shitty about involving Oriel as I did.

      When we reached the clinic, she held the door open for me, subtle excitement lining her face. “Ready to see your baby for the first time?”

      She turned the lights on and led me to one of the rooms in the back, packed with boxes in the far left corner. White cabinets lined the walls, most doors hanging crooked where hinges or screws had collapsed.

      “Just lie down, unbutton your pants and lift your shirt a little,” she said and gave a pat against the exam chair in the center. “The machine is old and takes some time to start up, but it has enhanced 3D qualities.”

      She flipped a few switches and worked a few knobs, making the light strips above us go into flicker mode. The cold plastic liner pressed against the small of my back, poking my skin where it had turned brittle and frayed, but I didn’t care.

      Two minutes later Hazel grabbed a probe and placed it onto my abdomen, going from left to right and back again. “Try to breathe a bit more shallow. I ran out of lubricant, and it’s tricky to move without shaking up the entire area.” Left again. Right again. Then she applied an uncomfortable pressure, a radiating smile settling along her lips. “There’s my niece or nephew.”

      Her fingertips strained some worn-out keys on the keyboard, but the clicks soon faded into non-existence, along with everything else around me. There on the screen was my baby. Our baby. The world fell out underneath me.

      An orange-brown little thing, the shape reminding me of a squash, with a big head and cauliflowers for ears. The legs slowly stretched, then angled again, but my eyes rested solely on the face.

      “Ready for the heartbeat?”

      I gave a slow nod as not to move the image, reminding myself to take shallow breaths. It sounded from the speaker. A crackle at first, but it soon settled into the soothing sound of a rapid ga-shoon, ga-shoon, ga-shoon.

      “Is it supposed to be that fast?” I asked, my voice heavy with tears and the image in front of me jagging along the edges of my vision.

      “Yeah. Their hearts beat faster than ours.”

      I stared and stared and stared, breathing back those tears, fighting my constricted lungs, because the last thing I wanted was blink and blur my picture-perfect baby. At that moment, my core filled equally with joy and sadness. How much I wished he could see this… experience it with me… figure it out with me.

      A breath later, the image shook. It bounced and blurred and broke apart, and when my eyes shot to the probe on my stomach, I realized how my body trembled. Tears welled down unchecked, turning me into a heaving, sobbing, sniffing mess of snot and defeat. The baby was gone, and the screen turned black.

      “Sh…” Hazel hushed, placed the probe beside the machine and took my hand. “You’ll be alright. I’ll come and visit as often as I can, I promise you that.”

      “But I miss him so much.” My voice had picked up to a loud wail, and I choked on my tears each time I took a sharp inhale. “I’m the reason he left, and I’m why he won’t come back. He asked me to marry him, and I said no. And now I have to marry a guy I don’t love and isn’t the father of my child. I’m so… stupid.”

      My fist shattered against my forehead. Again. And again. And again. Right before the fifth blast, Hazel grabbed my wrist and pulled me into her arms. “Stop that! This isn’t good for the baby at all.”

      “I wanted him to see the baby!”

      “Yeah, I know. I know. Look…” She let go of me and turned back to the machine, then grabbed a string of images she must have printed out while I had stared at my child’s face. “The printer is kinda messed up, so the lines are jagged. But… if my brother ever returns…” She bit back a sob and handed me the images. “Anyway, you can show him these very first pictures of his daughter.”

      I wiped my eyes against my shoulders. “It’s a girl?”

      Hazel shrugged. “It’s still early to tell but… I am pretty sure that’s what I saw.”
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      I stared at the greenest green I’ve ever seen in this gray-scale place, my stomach in knots and bile pushing beyond my esophagus. For the first time in like three months that fucking traffic light was green, and I took in a lungful of the lackluster air. There were no traces of flowers or grass in bloom, but hey, at least it didn’t kill me.

      “You’re gonna say bye to Bird before we head over to Knox?” Jack asked and fastened the saddleback to his bike. “He’s… uh… he’s with his mom.”

      I gave a nod and set straight into motion, strolling through the container homes I had grown so familiar with. This place became a second home to me, where I spent my days going on runs and my evenings drinking with brothers. The light of the green bulb still burned somewhere deep on my retinas, making me wonder if returning home was still what I wanted.

      Hazel should have left by now and joined the Clan of the Mountains, waiting to become a wife. I had no family left back at the Clan, except for Ruth…

      But Ruth wasn’t family, and she didn’t wanna be, she made that clear. She might have long forgotten about me for all knew. Probably thought me dead. Perhaps she already banged another guy…

      Fuck. Saying the idea didn’t sting would have been a lie, no matter how much I told myself I was over it all. But I was. Really. As long as I didn’t let those thoughts fuck with my mind.

      “What’s up, brother?” I asked and walked up behind Bird, close enough to offer a shoulder but with enough distance to show respect. He had grown quiet ever since it happened.

      He hinted a nod, and I approached, placing my hand on his back as I gazed over the flowers he arranged on her grave.

      “How far out did you need to ride to find these?” I asked.

      “They’re from the greenhouses. But I was the one who harvested the seeds last year. Not sure if she actually liked flowers.” His shoulders slouched some more. “But then again, there was so much I didn’t know about her.”

      I gave him a pat against his shoulder and stepped back once more. For a moment, it relieved me that I would never have to leave my child behind and watch how someone else raised it for me. At least one benefit of not having a wife. Or a child. Or a family.

      “So…” He took a deep breath and glanced at me over his shoulder. “You’re really doing it, man. You’re finally leaving.”

      “It was a tough decision, but there’s something I have to do. My Clan is still waiting for the pastor’s remains, and I intend to stand by my word of bringing him home.”

      That, and something else I had sworn to myself I’d do. When I left my Clan behind, even if only for a few days, I had decided on a whim. Looking back at the way Ruth and I parted drove shivers up my spine.

      She didn’t feel for me the way I had felt for her, but beyond that, she was a friend. It wasn’t enough for me back then, but I believed… no… I knew I had reached a point where I could accept it. And even more: I could embrace our friendship. And right after I delivered the pastor’s ashes, I would tell her that. She didn’t deserve to be stuck with the weight of the way we parted — neither did I.

      “I’d say I’ll miss ‘ya, but guys like me don’t say shit like that,” Bird grumbled. “But I hope you realize we’ve got your back if you ever need us.”

      “And I got yours,” I said, turned around and left the graveyard, leaving Bird alone with his thoughts and the few shared memories he had of his mother.

      Jack already sat on his bike when I returned, chewing through the handful of peanuts in his palm and flicking the shells to the ground.

      “Got any idea what Knox wants with me?” I asked.

      He shook his head like he always did when he got the answer but didn’t care to share it. Or didn’t have the option to…

      Knox had asked me to meet him at the bar before I left, which stood empty when I stepped inside like it usually did in the mornings. The rancid taste of sweat, booze, and vomit still clung in the air, and someone must have tipped the old jukebox in a fight.

      The doors upstairs were closed, which told me Lily was still asleep — or at least seven of them. Three stood ajar, the white line of the gap, giving no hint of movement.

      I’ve never gone up there, regardless of how many punch cards Knox had issued me.

      Most of them went straight to Bird, buying him more time with the woman he loved. There was nothing up there I didn’t have already, and I made peace with the fact that none of it would ever measure up to what I had shared with Ruth. I ignored how the memories squeezed my heart - I was over her now.

      Knox sat at the bar over a glass of chocolate milk, slurping it down through a metal straw while staring at me from the corner of his eye.

      I sat down on the stool next to him. “You wanted to talk to me?”

      He waved his hand at Ed who stood with red-rimmed eyes behind the counter, and quickly grabbed for a glass he filled with milk and the brown powder.

      “Swear there’s nothing better than a glass of chocolate milk in the morning. Reminds me of my childhood, back when I was still an innocent, dumb little fuck.”

      I turned down the metal straw Ed offered me with a quick wave and sipped on the milk, staring at those three, narrow gaps upstairs.

      “You sure you wanna leave?” Knox asked and pushed his glass across the counter, subtly asking for a refill. “We could use you here, you know. You’re a good shot, and you can handle business when it’s called for.”

      I gulped down the rest of my milk, wiped my mouth across my arm, and got up. “There’s something I need to do, and you know that.”

      “You don’t agree with how I run this place…” he said, his voice gruff and sharp, stopping me mid-movement. “Is that it? Is that why you never used your punch cards? Because you didn’t strike me as someone who prefers men.”

      “You’re the president. Run this place any way you like, it’s none of my business.”

      At that, I set back into motion, but Knox’s voice stopped me once more, this time with my hand on the door handle. “I decided to give you something. A token of my gratitude, I guess. And perhaps an extension of my willingness to do business with your chieftain.”

      Before I could ask any questions, he let an ear-shattering whistle blow between his two fingers. From the dark hallway all the way at the end of the counter, three women appeared. Eden, Bird’s somewhat-wife. A Lily I had never seen before. And the girl I kissed.

      “Which one?” Knox asked and turned around on his chair as they walked over to us and positioned themselves in a row in front of me.

      “Which one what?” I gazed over their faces, or whatever was visible anyway with the way they stared at the ground. “Didn’t I make myself clear by not using the punch cards for the last… like ever since I got here?”

      “I’m not offering you a fuck, I’m offering you a wife.”

      I tried to ignore the chill that licked across the back of my neck.

      “That’s what everyone wants, isn’t it? A wife?” Knox continued, grabbing his new milk and slurping it down, ignoring the way the girls held their stomachs clutched. “The contracts on all these girls are coming to an end soon, and I bet they are hoping to find husbands after. Some may say they’re filthy, but I guarantee you they make great wives. Well broken in an —”

      “You’re kidding, right?” it blurted out of me. “Why would you do that to them?”

      “Oh, now I’m the heartless one?” He flung one hand onto the chest, then took another long sip on the straw. “What do you think they’d rather do? Go home with their husband today, or service three cocks a day for the next twelve months?”

      That he had made Eden walk up made disgust sweep over me in large gusts and waves. But if I chose her, perhaps I could make sure she would reunite with Bird somehow.

      “Jack will accompany you and your fiancee back home,” Knox said as if his eyes tracked more than my reactions. He had choked my plan before its first breath. “Our women are just as precious as yours, and he will make sure the girl gets married. Anything other than that and I’d rather keep her here.”

      “And if I refuse?”

      He shrugged. “You better tell them now so they can go back to sleep, ’cause all three of them got shift tonight.”

      Nausea tickled my throat once more, leaving the inside of my mouth more rancid tasting than this bar ever did. Any regular guy would have married one of them on the spot and put a baby in their belly leas than an hour later.

      But I wasn’t normal. I had tasted a woman’s body before, and I understood nothing spiced it up more than being in love with her while driving inside her.

      I shook my head and placed some weight on the handle, ready to tell Knox to shove it and jump on my bike. Then that one girl gazed up at me from sad eyes, a please lining those lips I had kissed just to hear my heart break once more.

      For the first time in my life, I hated myself for being brought up halfway decent.

      “Her,” I said and confirmed it with a finger pointing in her direction.

      “You’re sure?” Knox asked, the tone of his voice telling me he must have had at least one brow arched. “She’s a feisty one.”

      I walked up to her, grabbed her hand, and pulled her behind me, saying, “That’s how I like them.” We left the bar, and I swung her around the corner, escaping Jack’s curious eyes before he’d had something smug to say.

      “Now you pay attention to me,” I said and cupped her face, the little resistance she offered confirming she was used to being formed and molded at everyone’s pleasure. “I’ll get you out of here, but I sure as hell won’t marry you. Understood?”

      “But —”

      “Sh…” I held a palm to her mouth and glanced around the corner, where Jack threw both hands in the air in a what-the-fuck kinda way. I turned back to whatever her name was. “We’ll worry about finding you a husband once we get to the Clan, and trust me there’ll be plenty to choose from. Just… just don’t tell anyone about… you know.”

      When she nodded I let my palm slip off her mouth, adding, “Most of our men would expect a vir… someone who isn’t quite as experienced as you, okay? Things are different where I’m from.”

      What I had said sounded shittier than anything ever exiting my mouth, but that didn’t make it any less true.

      When I walked out from the corner with her in tow, I bounced back against the tug of her arm.

      “What is it?”

      She leaned in closer but at the same time sunk her head some more, her lips opening and closing as if she had to think twice about what she was about to say. One syllable. Delivered by her vocal cords like something so fragile she had to whisper it. “Kim.”

      “Huh?”

      “Kim,” she said again, this time more energetic as if those three letters had something freeing to her. “That’s my real name.”

      When she smiled, I felt a big, fat grin tug on my mouth. I squeezed her hand and gave it a good ‘ole shake. “Hi Kim, I’m Adair. Now let’s get the fuck out of here and bring you home.”

      “About time,” Jack snarled as we walked up to my bike, and roared up his engine.

      I handed Kim my brain bucket since I didn’t plan for two, then we both hopped onto my bike and took off. My hands shook, camouflaged by the suspension on the handlebar, and my muscles turned stiffer with each mile we put behind us. I was finally going home. I would see Ruth again after almost three months apart. For a moment there, something warm and comforting wrapped around me at the thought. I shifted up and sped away from the sensation. Ruth and I were through.
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      “Are you crazy?” I shouted at Oriel, who had knocked my door like a mob and stumbled into my room less than twenty seconds ago. “Ugh… there isn’t even light outside yet!”

      “He’s back,” he said and placed a plate with two small crackers on my nightstand. “The scout called Rowan, and now half the village is awake. We should get dressed, too. Shit, I have a bad feeling about this.”

      I stretched the sleep from my bones, oblivious to the why’s and when’s and how’s. “Who is back?”

      He gave a snort. “Baby-daddy…”

      A heavy sensation landed in my stomach, and I immediately grabbed for one of the crackers, nibbling along the edge and caring little about the crumbs falling between my aching boobs. No, this was all wrong. He was supposed to return almost three months ago. Not now. Not two days after Oriel and I had announced our engagement…

      “You want me to make you a fennel tea for your stomach? Or can you get dressed today without barfing into the pillowcase?”

      “Please…” I said with my beggar voice, my eyes already darting for the bucket he had placed by the side of my bed ever since I had moved in.

      He disappeared into the kitchenette. Dirty dishes clanked. Cabinets opened and closed. And the water faucet gulped. All the while, I hurried down my cracker and got up, taking a few extra minutes to choose an outfit.

      Not that I had many options left. Most pants pressed uncomfortably against that tiny, almost not-visible bump I was growing. Some of the dresses hugged my breasts a bit too tightly, making them sting and burn at the touch of the fabric.

      After I settled for a long tunic and loose pants, I dragged my paralyzed feet into the bathroom, splashed two extra loads of water into my face and got ready. For what I didn’t know, but I agreed with Oriel. I had a bad feeling about this.

      What would Adair say once I told him I was pregnant? Shit. What would he say if anybody told him about my engagement to Oriel? All I might hope for was that I’d find the perfect moment to pull him aside, so I could clear things up before someone else did it for me.

      “Here,” Oriel said and handed me one of his thermos mugs with a lid on it. “We better get moving right away. Apparently, he’s in company, and I don’t believe this is something I want to miss.”

      His pillow still leaned folded and bunched up against the couch, the red fleece blanket hanging half on and half off the backrest. He grabbed my poncho from a pile of jackets and draped it around me. A final nod and we both set into motion, his body as stiff as mine and his mouth pressed so hard together they had gone bloodless by now.

      We drove down to the village in his truck, and I opened the window by a few inches, letting in the milder-by-the-day air and offering my foggy mind some distraction. It didn’t help much. All I could think of was how I would tell Adair that I carried his child — and how Oriel would raise it.

      Now that we announced our intention to marry, things had gone from complex to quantum-physics-complicated. Even after I would tell him the truth, it wouldn’t solve a thing. Besides, who knew if he still felt about me the same way? My heart stuttered like the engine of Oriel’s old truck, bumping against my ribcage like rocks knocked against his tires.

      They had lit the fire in the pit in front of the longhouse where Rowan sat on the stairs surrounded by a handful of people, sipping away on a mug of his own.

      “Nothing yet?” Oriel asked and stepped outside, then walked over to open the door for me.

      River stepped down the stairs and rubbed a knuckle across his eye. “Shouldn’t be much longer now. Scout said they’re on bikes, so they move quickly.”

      “And the women?”

      “Snoring away in their beds,” Rowan said and took another sip. “Didn’t expect you’d bring Ruth with you. Though I can’t say it surprises me, considering the odd circumstances…”

      Circumstances. He had butchered the pronunciation of the word in any way possible, shooting me suspicious glances from narrowed eyes. They had emerged two days ago. Probably because a few weeks back I confessed my love for Adair to him… off circumstances indeed.

      “I’m getting nauseous,” I whispered against Oriel’s shoulder.

      He gave a quick nod and walked over to the truck, pulling a bag of crackers out from the glove compartment. The way he had committed himself to my care was admirable. At the same time, it drove the shame deeper into my bone-marrow for dragging him into this mess. The moment engines coughed from behind the tree line, I realized the mess had just gotten messier.

      Two bikes pulled up to the longhouse and boots dug their heels into the dirt, the engines going into a brief idle before they turned off. I couldn’t look up. I stared at the shiny exhausts instead, letting my eyes dart from rubber to metal. Anywhere but up. Anywhere but to his face. I had waited so long for this moment. Now it was here, and it felt all wrong.

      The steps to the longhouse creaked underneath the weight of the men. Max had joined us, and so had Uncle Peter. Their deep voices rumbled into the early morning, and I heard claps and shouts and palms slapping against shoulders and backs.

      “We figured you were dead,” Rowan said. “I almost cried a bit for letting you go.”

      “An accidental layup, nothing else.”

      That voice. It hadn’t changed a bit, but I sensed the tension in it. It drew all strength from my muscles. My knees buckled. My hand darted for Oriel’s shoulder who was quick to wrap his arm around my waist, stabilizing my sway. Did Adair see it? See how another man had touched me? Did he still care?

      “We were stuck in town for over two months,” his voice continued. “The storms out there are scary as shit I can tell you that much. We tried to send word to one of the outposts, but communication was down for the better part of it. In the end, I figured I’d show up and prove that motherfuckers like me don’t die quick. Nor easy.”

      More pats against backs and shoulders. Laughter. Good mood all over but certainly not inside me. I wanted to look at him. Wanted to see if his eyes still sparkled when they caught with mine. At that moment, it tempted me to blurt it out. Can we talk alone for a moment? Because I was wrong and I love you and I am carrying your child and I want you to marry me.

      My mouth opened like on rusty hinges.

      The back of my throat turned dry.

      Say it, Ruth! Can we talk?

      I cleared my throat. It wasn’t a word, but it was a start. Then I turned my eyes toward where his voice came from, and where he explained and talked about wind and rock formations and brothers. My eyes climbed his sturdy stance and dangled on his strong arms for a moment.

      Another throat clearing. “Can we —”

      “Who’s the woman?” Rowan suddenly asked, drowning my words with some sort of curiosity that quickly spread through our group. Me included.

      My eyes made a jump to the left. Then up.

      A young woman stood right beside him, her hair long and black, her eyes sparkling as if she was caught in her very own happy place.

      Who is SHE?

      Another wave of nausea punched me in the stomach, and something bitter and sour seeped into the back of my throat. Then it happened like on reflex. My eyes went searching for Adair’s face. When they found it, our eyes immediately locked. He shrunk back as if my gaze had cut him somewhere.

      “A compliment of our president and a sign of his goodwill,” a strange voice came from somewhere behind Adair. “This young lady is Adair’s fiancee, and I’m here to attend their wedding.”

      Fiancee?

      Wedding?

      My body shook. Or perhaps the world shook, waiting to crumble and fall apart right beneath my feet. Oriel gave a squeeze against the nape of my back, but I was already caught in a free-fall, and nothing and no one could save me from that moment I’d hit the ground.

      Three… two… one. Something shattered inside my ears. It must have been my heart. A crest of agony surged through me. Digging itself into my stomach. Surrounding our child with something dark. Something cloudy. Something so painful I feared she might sense it, too.

      Adair pressed his eyes shut, and a tremble went through his eyelids. When they opened again, they searched for mine once more, veiled in what looked like a mix of worry, frustration, and… something else I was unable to name though it seemed so familiar.

      My greatest fear had come true. He left because I refused to give him what he needed. What he deserved. Now he was back — with someone much smarter than me. For a fraction of a breath, I wanted to hate this woman, but I couldn’t blame her for my mistakes.

      “Hey… Ruth.”

      I swallowed hard and gave a nod. “Hey… Adair. I’m… I’m glad you’re back. Safe.”

      “Yeah. Me too.”

      The air around us now turned below-freezing again. She must have noticed it, too. The girl. His… fiancee.

      Her eyes darted around the village as if on trial, and she folded her hands awkwardly in front of her lap. Perhaps he had told her about me. Good for them for being honest with each other. That was one of the things I couldn’t be. Not with him. Not even with myself.

      “So, um…” Adair scratched the back of his head, his stance shifting the weight from one side to the other. “What’s, um… what’s new with you? I guess Oriel got assigned as your guard now?”

      Oriel tensed beside me. River’s gaze drifted to the very, very far side of the village. Max and Uncle Peter threw blinks into the group, equally confused at the stagnant energy between us.

      On the inside, I was ready to yell it at him now. We need to talk. But on the inside? On the inside, I cowered like a defeated little thing, my voice once more hiding the truth. After everything I did to him, how could I forgive myself if I ruined his chance of happiness now? His opportunity to get what he wanted with a woman who willingly gave it?

      “Actually…” I stammered. This was the right thing to do. Break it off for good. “Oriel and I are getting —”

      “Getting a new project assigned,” Rowan blurted. “We were planning to loosen up the law a little bit, and these two are going to figure out a way how to.”

      “We are?” Oriel asked with furrowed brows.

      Rowan stepped in front of us and grabbed us by our shoulders. “You already forgot that we talked about that? As a matter of fact, now that we’re all here fresh and early, how ’bout you two come inside with me so we can work out some details?”

      He turned us in his hands like puppets and marched us to the longhouse, shouting a “good to have you back” toward Adair before he closed the door behind us.

      “The truth,” he barked and let two chairs skid toward us, then placed his hands in front of his chest and gave us a no-nonsense stare. “Are you guys getting married because you want to, or because Adair knocked her up and you’re trying to cover up for him?”

      A deep sense of gravity pulled me down onto the chair. The same must have happened to Oriel, who sunk down along with his gaze.

      “You knew?” I asked.

      “Of course I knew, I’m not fucking stupid. Although the way everyone always tries to sneak around behind my back shows me y’all think I’m stupid. What do you believe why I decided to loosen up the law?”

      When I gave him a confused stare, he continued. “Because it’s obviously not fucking working. It’s like a god damn rabbit hutch here. Everyone’s banging each other as if I’m too dumb to notice.”

      He paced a few steps and pointed at me. “It’s not like I’m clueless, okay? You lost weight, and you hurried off into the forest quite a few times. Morning sickness, I guess. And your face looks like a pot of bacon grease.”

      My fingers automatically darted for my cheeks.

      Oriel shoved in his seat. “I simply wanted to —”

      “Help her. Yeah, I get that, and I’d say it’s very honorable of you. But now he’s back, so why not tell him the god damn truth?”

      “But he has a fiancee now! Adair left because I turned him down. Are you really expecting me to just blurt it out now? What about her?”

      Rowan shrugged. “What about her? I never met that girl. What I do know is that they aren’t married yet and you’re pregnant with his child. Shit… I wanna strangle him.” Then he squatted down in front of me and searched for my eyes. “Look; clearly, I’m not the relationship expert here. But if I learned one thing, it’s that you should sit down and talk to him. Tell him the truth and take it from there.”

      The moment Rowan stomped off, Oriel turned after him. “Where are you going?”

      “Hauling my ass back to bed,” he shouted in return. “And you should do the same, so you got a clear mind when you sit him down. And I hope Adair’s doing it too because y’all need it.”

      The moment the door shut behind us, Oriel took my hand. “You know he’s right. Let me call him and invite him over. We’ll sit him down together, and you can explain it all.”

      It’s not fair. It’s not fair. “I need to think about it. Please don’t say anything to him yet until I figured this out for myself.”

      No answer. Just a set of sagged shoulders.

      “Oriel! Please promise you won’t tell him about the baby.”

      He nodded. “Let me get you back home.”
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      Well, shit. The last thing I expected to see when we arrived at zero-three-fucking-dark was Ruth. What I expected even less? That my heart drummed a badass beat the moment my eyes brushed her outline, her head hanging low, and her body tense as fuck. Whoever said time would heal all wounds obviously never met Ruth because, after three months in the Ash Zones, it took less than a breath to rip my wound deeper than before.

      She was gorgeous and smart and kind and fun. And I didn’t want her any less than I did a quarter year ago. Fuck. Perhaps I wanted her even more because I realized no lifetime might heal me from how much I loved this woman.

      And just as I wondered if she had missed me. Asked myself if she had thought of me. Jack opened his mouth and fucked it all up.

      “A compliment of our president and a sign of his good will,” that asshole said. “This young lady is Adair’s fiancee, and I’m here to attend their wedding.”

      Motherfucker.

      The way Ruth’s eyes darted at me like a freshly sharpened blade made a pain stab between my ribs. If looks could get arrested for manslaughter, they would have carried her off to jail. A day ago, I wouldn’t have cared if she thought I had a fiancee. But now? With the way her body trembled, and her knees shook?

      For a second, I thought I saw agony in her eyes, and as sick as that sounds, I loved it. Because shit like that shouldn’t have bothered her — unless she had missed me and had thought of me.

      Somehow she punished me with awkward small talk. Or perhaps we punished each other. But it wasn’t until I asked her what was new with her that my warning bells went off blaring inside my head.

      Gazes drifted. Bodies tensed. Uncle Peter stared at the ground like the frail kid during physical education, hoping he’d be the odd number for dodgeball. There was something nobody cared to tell me. And that something dumped a boulder onto my guts.

      After Rowan disappeared with Ruth and Oriel inside the longhouse, the air out front turned lighter and breathable once more.

      “Hazel left?”

      Max smacked his lips. “Sorry for telling you but you missed her by two days. She should have arrived there today if all went as planned. I took over the clinic a week ago.”

      “I figured she would have left by now.” As soon as I said the words, the fact that I’d be going home to an empty house tonight settled down on me. Sure, I’d have Jack and Kim with me, but it wasn’t the same. Not with my sister gone. Not without Ruth.

      “We adopted Silas,” River said. “And Autumn won’t be pregnant for much longer now.”

      Max carried a massive smile on his face. “Labor usually starts earlier with twins so… yeah… we’re getting ready.”

      “Shit, guys. Seems like plenty has happened while I was gone,” I said, stretching the pause as I stared one after another straight in the face. “Anything else I should hear?”

      “Nope,” River said.

      Max joined with an “uh-uh.”

      Uncle Peter tugged on his long-sleeve.

      Yep, something was up.

      I turned toward by bike, opened the saddlebag, and threw a bunch of stuff to the ground. Then I slowly retrieved the red plastic box and handed it to Max. “Sorry it took me so long but… well, he’s here now.”

      Max hesitated for a moment, staring at the container from eyes which turned from tired to torn. His hands shook when he released me from the weight of it. The physical and the emotional one. “They cremated him?”

      Him and others. “Their soil is like concrete, and there’s no digging unless they get the excavator out. So… yeah, they usually cremate the bodies. Was that like… against his religion?”

      “I don’t think so.” Max shook his head and stood there in silence for a long time before he went on, asking about those details I hoped he had no interest in knowing. “Did they tell you how? Did he suffer?”

      I exchanged a quick glance with Jack, who lowered his head with the hint of a nod. Kim leaned back against my bike, hands wrapped around her body in this new-to-her environment that would change her life.

      “From what we understand, the council issued a cleansing of the, um… the Drainpipes? Apparently, that’s an area —”

      “I know what it is,” Max said, waving his hand to skip to the crunch.

      “He had been in business with Bird, a guy from the Ash Zones, who agreed to help him to get everyone out.”

      “But it didn’t work out that way, did it?”

      My gaze sunk to the ground along with my heart, or perhaps even deeper than that. Three months inside the Ash Zones was like building a puzzle, clicking the pieces together to create a picture of the true world we lived in. It wasn’t pretty. Not even along the edges.

      “The council found out and caught them before Bird was able to reach them. When your dad realized it was over he... It was a favor, really, Max. Your dad… he… he —”

      “He took a gun and shot as many kids in the head as possible,” Jack blurted with not a trace of compassion in his voice. “They surrounded the rest, corralled them up like a herd of wild horses and burned them alive.”

      “My dad shot children in the head?”

      “Around twenty,” Jack added, making me swing around.

      “For heaven’s sake, man, just keep your damn mouth shut, would you?”

      He shrugged and lit himself a hand-stuffed cigarette. “Nobody ever told me clansmen can’t handle the truth. He did those kids a favor.”

      I took a sharp breath and placed my hands on Max’s shoulders, which vibrated underneath his constraint. “Those who survived said they tied him to a tree, rammed a metal rod into his stomach and made him watch as he bled out. Bird took his body down and brought him to the Ash Zones.”

      Max stared at the red container for a while, probably picturing how his dad tried to save his people and ended up sending bullets into handfuls of brain. No matter how heroic it was, I got it — it sounded anything but.

      “Well.” I turned toward Jack and Kim. “I better get you inside. Maybe we can catch a couple of hours of sleep before —”

      “Before you plan the wedding?” Jack blurted, not even trying to hide that smirk on his face.

      “Whatever. Grab your shit and get walking. The bikes won’t make it up there in the mud.”

      The group dissolved, and I would have guessed most went back to bed, but that wasn’t what I planned for myself.

      One hour later, I had Kim situated in my sister’s old room, and I had put Jack up where Ruth used to sleep. I grabbed a flashlight, my jacket, and walked over to Oriel’s place.

      The plan was simple. Regardless of how Ruth felt, I sure as hell wouldn’t marry Kim — so someone else had to.

      It took him forever to open up, and when he did, he knocked his forehead against the frame of his door. “Fuck, I had a feeling you’d show up here.”

      “Glad to see you too. We gotta talk.”

      I ignored how he barely braced his shoulder against me and stepped right inside, gazing around his living room to make sure Ruth wasn’t around.

      “Ruth asleep?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I figured.” I planted my ass by the dining table and waved him over. “She was never an early bird.”

      Oriel walked over and slouched over the backrest of the chair, pinching the bridge of his nose as if I was bad news. Well, he was in for a treat.

      “Look…” I said and fanned my hands out in front of him. “That girl isn’t my fiancee. She wanted out of there, and the only way was for me to promise she would get married.”

      “To which you happily agreed.”

      “Not really. Kind of. Only to get her out but that’s not the point. The point is that I won’t marry her.”

      “And you had to wake me at four-thirty to tell me that?” He raised a brow at me, his eyelids heavy and his demeanor… dismissive?

      “If she doesn’t get married, that guy, Jack, will drag her back home with him. I won’t let that happen to her.”

      “Guess you’ll marry her then after all.”

      He got up and pushed his chair back underneath the table.

      “You’ll have to marry her.”

      Oriel froze, his hand still sitting on the backrest, clenching his fingers around the spindly wood more and more at each breath.

      “I don’t have to do shit,” came back short and square.

      I leaned over the table. “You serious? We’re talking about a wife here. To marry. Something everyone wants. I’m doing you a favor here, man.”

      He swung around and cracked his fists against the tabletop, his forehead lined with popped veins. “Why does everyone think dumping wives at my doorstep is a favor?”

      “What the hell does that even mean?”

      By the way he sucked in his cheeks and bit his lips, I could tell he had something nasty sitting on his tongue. My best guess? He was about to spit out what everyone else had held back.

      “Just let me hear it. What’s going on here?”

      His eyes darted toward his closed bedroom door, then they stared me down. “Look, things changed while you were gone, okay?”

      “Okay…”

      “You left a damn mess behind I can tell you that and… Anyway, I promised Ruth not to say anything, but it’s not like you’re giving me a choice here. Ruth and I are engaged. We’re getting married next week.”

      My heart slammed straight out of my chest. “Married like… husband and wife married?”

      “What else does married mean to you?”

      I ignored the way my lungs stalled at every other breath. Ignored how burning heat built up behind my eyes. What I couldn’t ignore was the chorus of my childhood blasting through my brain.

      Not good enough.

      Not good enough.

      Screech!

      I pushed the table away from me and sent Oriel slamming against the window behind him. Then I jumped up, got my boots all tangled in the chair, and solved it by kicking it across the room.

      “Calm the fuck down!” Oriel shouted, but the way he stood there so fucking better than me had me everything else but calm.

      “What’s going on here?”

      I swung around, my chest heaving and my arms ready to punch a wall, only to find Ruth standing with her hands holding her stomach.

      I took an angry step toward her and pointed at Oriel. “Is it true? You’re going to marry him?”

      “It’s not what you think, man,” came from behind me but I would have none of it.

      “What makes him so much better than me?” Tears pushed out from behind my eyes, each one of them rolling down my cheeks and telling me I wasn’t over her. At all. I was all in, and it burned my soul. “What does he have that I don’t? Why can you love him, but you couldn’t love me?”

      She inched toward me, her hands opening up into the sweetest embrace but I knew if I’d touched her, I’d fucking burst into flames. “No, no… it’s not like that, Adair, we —”

      “What is it about me that is so wrong?”

      “Nothing’s wrong about you, Adair.” Oriel approached me from the side and grabbed for my arm, but I just pulled away and took another step toward the flame that threatened to engulf me at any moment now.

      Ruth stumbled a few steps back, her posture haunched, and her hands clasping her stomach. Half a second later, Oriel grabbed me by the shoulder and pulled me back. “Get in your room, Ruth. This isn’t good for the baby.”

      Baby…

      Baby…

      What he had said made no sense. Then it did. Then it didn’t. The world around me twisted like a sick joke, and I searched for Ruth’s eyes. They had filled with tears, and her lips had turned from sleepy-pink to bloodless-blue.

      I thought and thought and thought about what to say next.

      “You’re pregnant?”

      What came out was… stupid. Of course, she was pregnant. That’s why he had said what he had said.

      Her head gave a stiff nod, then she opened her mouth to speak. “But it’s not the way you think —”

      “You are fucking pregnant?” I repeated as if I had to hear it again to make sense of it. To believe this was really happening. “Huh…” was all I could say, and a few breaths later, “pregnant and about to get married. Bet you didn’t see that one coming either.”

      I turned around and dragged my feet toward the door, shaking my head at every but and wait and explain she blurted out under tears.

      “Adair…” Oriel had caught up with me and pulled the door handle from underneath my grasp. “She’s trying to explain so why wouldn’t you just wait and listen to her?”

      “Fuck off,” were the last words I could mumble. Along with a desperate confession about how I had loved her… and how I hated myself for still loving her.

      I stepped outside, only to fall into a sprint as soon as my boots hit the moss underfoot.

      Low-hanging branches whipped my face while thorny shrubs clung to my pants. I ignored the lashes and the pokes. Stomping through the forest. Ignoring Ruth’s shouts behind me.

      There was nothing to explain. Really. I myself had asked Rowan to assign Oriel as her new guard. Turned out, he was the better man. Now he’d marry the woman I wanted. The woman I loved. The woman who had made me feel better than I really was — even if only for a little while. And now they had a child on the way, creating that family I’d never have. Ever.

      “Wait!” Ruth’s voice hollered behind me.

      I ignored it. But only until she screamed, the thump of her body tumbling to the ground a torture to my eardrums. No matter how much my insides churned, she needed help, and so did her child. I forced my legs to turn around and sprinted to her side.

      “Are you bleeding?”

      “No,” she said, her voice strained from chasing me down.

      “Think you broke something? Twisted an ankle?”

      “I’m fine, it’s just —”

      “Something’s with the baby?”

      Her eyes shot up at me, those beautiful eyes I knew were nothing but ordinary brown in the daylight yet had so much comfort to give. “I waited so long for you to come back, Adair. There was so much I needed to tell you.”

      I suppressed the curiosity inside me and skipped the what. The last thing I needed, we needed, was talk of things of a past which would never return.

      But then she went on. “I was wrong to turn you down. I was scared because I didn’t know what marriage means and I didn’t know if I could be the wife you deserve and… and” She took a deep breath and gazed over the black horizon behind the last line of trees. All the while, everything inside me convulsed, like your stomach does on a piece of stale bread after you hadn’t eaten anything in five days.

      “I waited for you to come back so I could tell you the truth,” she continued, her voice choked with tears of her own. “I loved you. Loved you so much each second without you tore me apart. But you never came back.”

      I knew I had kneeled beside her so I couldn’t say how it happened, but suddenly the moisture of the forest ground soaked through to my ass. Then I sat there, mute on the outside and numb on the inside. She had said everything I wanted to hear — three months too late.

      “But… the message you gave Arizona. He told me you’re sorry and that I shouldn’t hurry to get back.”

      She sobbed. “No, I told him that I needed to talk to you, but I didn’t want you to rush and put yourself in danger.”

      Guess he banged his head hard when his truck flipped in the storm…

      For a moment, my mind went back to those four twisting columns, and the whispers pushing through from the other side. I picked Ruth up and carried her back bridal-style, her body shivering and dressed in nothing but a damp, white nightgown. Oriel’s voice already shouted out for us from the other side. What would have happened if I would have ridden through those pillars? Perhaps I would have been carrying my wife now, with our baby growing inside her.
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      I watched the swirl and followed it all the way to the bottom of my mug, pieces of fennel trapped by the current as I stirred the spoon.

      Oriel placed the mandatory cracker on the breakfast table beside it. “So you told him you loved him back then, but you didn’t tell him you still do? And you neither told him the child was his?”

      “You heard what he said. If that girl doesn’t marry, that guy Jack will take her back to the Ash Zones.”

      He took a sip of his tea, swished it through his mouth and swallowed. “He told me he doesn’t want to marry her. But you care because…?”

      The truth that Adair never intended to marry her let a shudder crawl across my skin. Not the disgusting kind. The kind when emotions overwhelm you, and relief settled deep inside your core. 

      “Because there was a moment in my life where I stood in a dark corner, hoping some strangers would take me in. At some point in the past, not too long ago, I was like her. Depending on others to help me change my life.”

      No matter how much I had altered the full truth, confessing my love to Adair had something liberating. Now he knew, and I hoped it would make him understand that he had been good enough. Perfect, even. To me. Three months ago.

      Oriel sunk his head into his palm. “Please don’t ask me to marry her. I gave up my chance to find someone who loves me when I agreed to marry you. Don’t ask me to do it again.”

      “I’m not asking you to do anything.”

      “But?”

      “No but.” I swirled the fennel some more, taking in the comforting warmth and the herbal scent. “Except, of course, that your chances of finding love would actually be better with her than with me.”

      “There it is. You just asked me without really asking.”

      “Like I said, I’m not asking you to marry her. Even if you did, the thing between me and Adair is beyond saving. I only stated it as a fact. She is young, and I assume she isn’t pregnant with someone else’s child. I also doubt she is in love with someone, considering she wanted to get away from there.”

      Oriel swished the final drops of tea inside his mug, his gaze losing itself in the circular motion of his hand. Then he gulped it down, rose and carried the empty mug over to the sink.

      “You need to tell him, Ruth.”

      His sentence contained everything I had hoped he wouldn’t ask. I had made a promise to Adair once. Promised I would marry him if I carried his child. At that time he had bound himself to the same promise. One he now couldn’t keep.

      “It will make things even more complicated. You know I can’t tell him.”

      “Well, I can’t raise his child without him knowing. It’ll be awkward whenever we bump into each other, and I don’t want to live with that lie for the rest of my life. Sorry, Ruth, but I won’t do it. I would have done it if he didn’t return. But now he’s back.”

      “But —”

      “He deserves to know for fuck’s sake. It is his child.” He immediately gave me an apologetic look and turned the faucet on to rinse out his mug. “We need to go over there and talk. The four of us. Once the truth is out, we will figure out the rest. It will be heated, but you’ll see, things will fall into place after that. I think you both owe that child at least this much.”

      No matter how much I hated the fact, but Oriel was right. I owed Adair the truth, and it was the least I could do for our baby. I let my fingers trace the outline of my baby bump, which showed more and more each morning I woke up. 

      “We should do it without that guy, though,” Oriel added after a while. “There’s no way we can be completely honest while he is around. But he seemed pretty eager to be involved in this marriage thing. I doubt he’d leave that girl out of his sight until she’s a bride. Any idea how to get rid of him?”

      “We could lure him away?”

      “What or who would be convincing enough, considering he doesn’t know anybody here, and he isn’t one of ours?”

      I spent the next minute gobbling up the cracker, the salt teasing my taste-buds and the crumbs settling my stomach. Then the solution hit me in the face with all its craziness. “Rowan!”

      “Huh?”

      “I will ask Rowan to show up and take him away from there under false pretense. It’s unlikely he’d turn down our chieftain, don’t you think?”

      Oriel stared back at me with parted lips. “Rowan? You want to involve our chieftain in leading Jack by his nose?”

      “Rowan already knows anyway.”

      He scoffed. “So? Just because he knows doesn’t mean he’s willing to get involved in this shitshow.”

      “Look…” I got up and placed my mug in the sink. “I don’t know why, but I’m certain he will help us out. He interrupted me when I wanted to tell Adair about our engagement, which tells me he is most likely inclined to make this better for everyone.”

      A smirk grew on Oriel’s face. “Call him up then. I’m dying to see how this plays out. Should be interesting.”

      The smirk on his face lasted for another four minutes, but quickly died down once I called Rowan, who agreed to be at Adair’s cabin thirty minutes later.

      Oriel and I got dressed, and I grabbed the images Hazel had printed for me during the first ultrasound. Then we walked over to Adair’s cabin.

      I hadn’t been back here ever since Hazel left the Clan, and my heart picked up the pace with each step we came closer to the front door. We skipped on the knock against the door, because Adair opened up the moment we stepped onto the porch.

      “Can we talk?” Oriel asked, his eyes squinted but still carrying something sincere and well-meaning to it.

      Wordless, Adair opened the door wide, and we stepped inside. I hung my jacket on one of the hooks like I had so many times, while Jack leaned with his back against the kitchen island and observed my every movement.

      “I brought coffee with me,” Adair said, grabbed a cup and wiggled it in our direction. When I shook my head, he cocked his. “Sure? You love coffee.”

      “Not lately.”

      When his eyes filled with pain, I couldn’t do anything but share in it. “Right… the baby.”

      Yeah. I had to tell him. 

      “So?” he went on and busied himself over the coffee maker. “What did you wanna talk about? Sure hope it isn’t about last night, because I’d rather forget about that.”

      Oriel and I glanced over at Jack, whose eyes turned into narrow slits as if he could smell trouble brewing instead of fresh coffee.

      Oriel flung himself onto the couch. “Where’s the girl?”

      “Kim’s still in her room,” Jack said. “Why? What do you want with her?”

      “Just curious…”

      A knock on the door startled everyone. Everyone but me. 

      When Adair opened the door, Rowan stepped inside, his finger pointing right at Jack. “Good thing you’re awake. I need you to come with me to the longhouse. There’s some shit I wanna show you. Maps. Coordinates. Information I’m sure Knox would appreciate. Get ready so we can look it over.”

      “I don’t think so,” Jack snarled and turned his back to Rowan.

      Our chieftain was quick to stomp inside, throwing a pat against Jack’s shoulder that sent him halfway over the island. “Arizona told me Knox’s your president. What did he say? Ah… yes. El presidente gets what el presidente wants. Well, right now, right here, I’m your el presidente. So get your ass over to that door before I’ll drag you by your saggy balls.”

      Jack squared himself up and brushed some crumbs off his shirt. “Fine.”

      The two of them left, but only one of them carried a huge grin on his face as they did.

      “What is this all about?” Adair asked and grabbed his coffee mug, sitting on the couch across from Oriel.

      I walked around the couch and sat beside Oriel. “Can you call her? Kim?”

      “Why?”

      “Just do it already,” Oriel barked, but quickly went ahead and took matters into his own hands. “Kim! Would you join us out here for a moment?”

      The door opened slowly and without making a single noise, then she poked her head through the gap as if she expected the worst behind it. “What do you need me to do?”

      “You don’t need to do anything,” Adair blurted. “They only want to talk. Oriel and Ruth are friends of mine.”

      She sneaked through the room and sat on the armrest of the couch, her lips the only thing in her face which had a tad of color left. Her hands lay jammed insider her armpits, and her eyes darted between Oriel and me.

      “Well?” Adair asked, his fingers restless and his muscles jumping along his neck and shoulders. “Look, if this is about last night…” He took one deep breath, so sharp it must have punctured his lungs. “You want me to be happy for you? Is that it? Congratulate you on the… the…” His hand waved toward my stomach but his eyes wouldn’t dare to stare in the same direction.

      Oriel leaned forward and folded his hands in his lap. “We’ve got a problem here.”

      “No shit…”

      “Ruth,” Oriel said, his voice driving anxiety into my bones. “Please tell him the truth.”

      “Truth about what?”

      All eyes fell on me. Kim’s held nothing but curiosity waiting behind a curtain of fear. Oriel held a plea in them. Adair’s held nothing but anguish.

      “Ehh…” 

      I grabbed inside the pocket of my jacket and pulled the images out. The moment I unfolded them and put them on the coffee table between us, Adair shrunk back as if the edges of the paper were razor blades, and a closer look might carve his eyes out.

      “Congratulations…” he said slowly, each syllable a drowned mess as if the word alone had left blood along his throat.

      I kneeled down on the floor and pointed at the numbers above the images. “This shows the estimated gestation. Ten to eleven weeks pregnant. That was almost two weeks ago when Hazel performed the ultrasound.”

      “So? What does that have to do with me?”

      Oriel let out a sarcastic laugh. “Dude, it has everything to do with you. Come on, man. Your dad was a teacher.”

      I shoved the images across the table. “Oriel isn’t the father. You are.”

      For a moment there was no reaction as if he hadn’t heard what I had said. Then his hands reached out for the images, trembling from his fingertips all the way up to his shoulder. 

      “When you didn’t come back,” Oriel said, “Hazel asked me to marry her in order to keep her and the baby safe and taken care of. And maybe even a little to keep your name clean. I agreed and here we are, but I swear nothing ever happened between us.”

      The more Adair’s body trembled, the more my body shook. I waited for him to look at me. To gift me one of his mesmerizing smiles. But his eyes continued to wander across the images, his thoughts lost deep in the specks of black, brown and orange. 

      Oriel rose and walked over to the wardrobe to grab his jacket, saying, “I just wanted you to know the truth.”

      “Does that mean I have to go back?” Kim shouted, her body swaying back and forth as is if to comfort herself. “I can’t go back there. Please don’t make me go back!”

      “No,” Adair shook his head. “I promised I’d get you out and I won’t go back on my word. Promise.”

      As much as his words comforted her, they cut me deep and made an uncomfortable heat pool inside me. We had promised each other marriage if I carried his child. What made his promise to her more important than our promise to each other?

      For a second I thought I was upset with him. The way he reacted or, rather, lacked any reaction at all. Then I thought I might be upset with her, because she didn’t belong here and most definitely didn’t belong with him. But then I realized that all this was nothing but an extended reaction to a choice I had made months ago. Back when I didn’t appreciate what he and I had.

      Adair folded the images and shoved them back across the table. “Can I have a moment alone with Ruth, please?”

      “Yeah, sure.” Oriel handed Kim his jacket. “We’ll be waiting right outside.”

      Kim wiped a stray tear off her cheek, let Oriel help her with her jacket and disappeared with him behind the door. 

      When I sat back on the couch, Adair walked over to me, kneeled down in front of me and hovered his hand inches away from my stomach. “Can I feel the baby?”
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      Ruth put her hand onto mine and pressed them gently against her stomach, placing the tiniest bump inside my palm. Something that would have gone unnoticed by everyone. Except me, because I knew every pore on her body and that one extra inch protruding from right below her belly button hadn’t been there three months ago.

      I made each breath I took a deep one, containing that desperation inside me and battling back those tears. For a moment, I had found a place of content. Ignoring all the shit around it. Holding my child right underneath the skin of my palm. Our child.

      I placed a kiss onto her stomach and lowered my head onto her lap, nourishing myself in the way she tousled my hair and pulled me closer against her.

      My hand still rested on her. My fingertips searched for movement, anything that would make this even more real, though I realized it was probably too early. “I fucked up good, didn’t I?”

      “No, no… no.” Despair clung to her voice like it clung to my guts. “It’s my fault. I didn’t know I was in love until we argued at the warehouse. And I’ve realized it more and more with each day you didn’t come back.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me? I would never have left if… shit. I should never have left.”

      “I was scared…” was all she said, letting the silence that followed do the explaining. And I got it. But two questions remained, slowly burning the lining of my stomach. How could we fix this? Though the more important one was if she even wanted to.

      “You said you realized that you loved me…” my voice trailed off, held back by fear of the answer.

      “I still love you.”

      Four words turned my heart into a bag of convulsing muscles, clenching my arteries so tight I feared I might not live to remember it. To relish in the memory of it.

      The woman I loved still loved me back, and now she carried our child. Everything I ever wanted now pressed itself against me, and I had no intention of letting it go. Ever.

      I got up, slung one arm around her neck and shoved the other underneath her thighs. The moment I lifted her up, she wrapped herself against me, her shallow breath tickling the side of my neck. I carried her over to my bedroom like I had so many times, though this one felt like it counted like none of the ones before.

      Tears formed behind her eyes when I lowered her onto my bed. I stripped her out of her pants and shirt, relieving her of her panty for which she willingly picked up her pelvis.

      “What about Oriel and Kim?” she asked, lying in front of me naked and delicious and so fucking sexy.

      I stripped out of my clothes, my cock hard and ready to claim her as mine once more. Because that’s what she was. She was mine. “I don’t wanna think about anybody else right now, except the three of us.”

      At that, I climbed onto the mattress and lowered myself on top of her, supporting myself with one arm as not to squish the baby.

      “I love you, Ruth,” I whispered and cupped her cheek, growing harder at how she threw her head back as if my words alone had made her come undone.

      She dug her hands into my hair, and I placed kisses all over her body starting by my child and working myself up toward her breasts. The moment I grabbed for one, she flinched. “Ouch… please don’t. They’re sore… the hormones and everything.”

      “Right…” I said, my voice a pitch higher because of the way that big, fat grin had pulled on the corners of my mouth.

      I shifted my weight onto one of my sides and pulled her against me, then grabbed for my cock and placed myself right at her sleek entrance. She was so wet and ready, waiting for me to show her that I was home for good.

      “You made me a promise.” I worked the tip of my cock inside her, the friction of her tight walls immediately bringing me to the edge. “You promised you’d marry me if you carried my child. And you are carrying my child.”

      I placed my hand back onto her stomach and pushed insider her, and both of us released a deep moan at the same time. She raised her pelvis and ground herself against me. “What about Kim?”

      I thrust deeper and moaned, losing myself in the haze of my cock ready to spurt if I moved another inch. At that moment she arched her back, raising up that baby bump and making reality crash down on me as if anything before that had been nothing but a daydream.

      The area around Ruth’s nipples had turned a shade darker, and one of her breasts seemed bigger than the other now. Firmer, too. Her skin was softer, creamier, and the area along her temples shinier. She was pregnant. This was neither a wish anymore nor a dream. This was real. So fucking real. And it turned me on so bad.

      I returned to a steady pace of thrusting in and pulling out, never letting go of that baby underneath my palm. “I’ll figure something out.”

      And I had to, because there was no way I would let my family slip away from me once more. Neither was I one for empty promises, and I had promised her just like she had promised me.

      Family.

      I tasted the word between my lips and seasoned it with the salt of the skin along her collarbone. Three months ago, she would have pulled me deeper. Would have shoved me off her to ride my cock. But not this time.

      She gave me full control of my thrusts. Soft when I wanted her to know that I loved her. Hard whenever I told her that she was mine. Each time she moaned. Sometimes she screamed in pleasure. Not sure if it was because of how long it had been, or if the hormones played a role in it as well. I didn’t care which one it was as long as she stayed pliable for me to form. And hell did I form her.

      I straddled her legs and watched my shaft disappear underneath a set of swollen lips and white froth, my tight balls pressing against the junction of her legs. But nothing was done with force, and I kept the rhythm steady, each in and out accompanied by kisses and caressing of her body. For the very first time, she watched and enjoyed, allowing me to make love to her.

      It had been so long since I was last inside her, and no matter how much strength it took, I tried to make it last. Her body writhed underneath mine.

      So sexy.

      So familiar.

      She sucked in a sharp breath and licked her lips.

      “Am I hurting you?”

      “No,” she moaned and pressed her eyes shut, her face scrunched up in pleasure.

      I pressed my mouth onto hers, letting my tongue dart inside and explore as if it had never been there before. She kissed me back, except for the moments when she spilled my name over our lips.

      Her pussy clenched around my cock, telling me how much she had missed me. Had missed us.

      “Adair.”

      “That’s right.”

      The way she screamed my name turned my cock painfully hard. But the thought that I couldn’t get her any more pregnant than she already was sucked the cum right to the tip.

      “Oh!”

      She let out all those sweet little sounds I had missed so much, her body growing frantic as she bucked against me from underneath my hips.

      I let go of our child, just for a moment, and flicked my finger across her clit, whispering, “marry me.” Then I continued to rub my finger between her folds, pressing down on her nub whenever my cock disappeared inside of her again. “You promised.”

      “I’ll marry you.”

      She fucking came right then and there, her feet curling up stiff and her head thrown back by one, long, deep moan. I watched it all. Took it all in. All the while, I emptied my cock inside of her like I had so many damn times. But this one was different. This one was more than sex and fun and release. It was a tie. A promise our bodies had given each other. And the result of it, so sweet, so small, so wanted, grew right between us.

      I let myself fall onto my back and pulled her against my side, and she rested one of her legs intertwined with mine while her fingers played along my chest.

      “This is what I missed the most,” she whispered, her breath slowing at each inhale. “And I’m sorry it took me so long to understand that.”

      I placed a kiss onto her forehead and let my hand stroke up and down her back. “I shouldn’t have pushed you the way I did. It’s just… I was so desperate to lose you. And I wanted you to marry me before you figured out that… that…”

      She pushed herself up and gazed deep into my eyes. “That you’re not good enough for me?”

      The warmth of her hand settled against my cheek. “You’ve always been good enough, Adair. With or without me. For me or for someone else. And once you understand that, others will see it, too.”

      After she had settled her head back against my shoulder, I draped the sheet over our naked bodies. “Do we know what it is?”

      “The baby?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      She poked the tip of her nose against my neck, a silent laugh blowing against my skin. “Your sister said it’s too early to tell, but she’s quite confident it’s a girl.”

      “A girl.” The word wrapped me in a blanket of comfort. Girls were for daddies, everybody knew that. And I knew I’d do right by her, letting her know each time I got the chance that she was good enough. “You know… when I returned yesterday, I kept telling myself that I was over you. Until I jumped off the bike and you stood there. So beautiful and so special. When Oriel told me you two were engaged, it made me want to die on the spot. The memory of you turning me down was one thing. But you choosing another over me? It was more than I could handle.”

      “You understand he only did it to help, right?”

      “Yeah, I get it.” I stroked her shoulder and took in her scent, a calm settling onto us. “I made an engagement ring once, you know. But Hazel got rid of all my shit and I couldn’t find it.”

      She said nothing. Only squeezed my hand.

      A silence settled onto the room. Ruth’s body soon went limp against mine, her body exhausted from growing new life. She had fallen to sleep in my arms. A gift I would always count as precious for as long as we lived.

      “There’s definitely not even a quarter-inch between you two,” Rowan said, standing in my doorframe next to Oriel. For a second, my heart sunk against the mattress until I noticed the fat smile bunching up his beard.

      “Why does nobody in this village knock?”

      “The door stood wide open,” Oriel said. “As a matter of fact, we came inside ten minutes ago. We just didn’t want to… interrupt.”

      “Did you guys come up with a solution for this girl?” Rowan glanced over his shoulder, telling me Kim must have retreated to the couch once more. “Or were you too busy talking about baby-girls, storms, and weddings? Who talks that much after fucking, anyway?”

      I gave him the hint of a head shake, trying not to wake Ruth.

      Rowan folded his arms in front of his chest, his voice dropping down to something deep and dark. “Do you need me to… like… take care of Jack?”

      “What? No! He’s one of my brothers. He can be a jerk sometimes, but he’s only following Knox’s orders.”

      Rowan chuckled and punched his elbow into Oriel’s ribcage. “Hear that? Jack’s a jerk sometimes. What exactly is it that Knox wants?”

      “He wants to make sure she gets married. His words.”

      For a while, none of us said a word, our gazes darting across the room, the floor, the ceiling. The longer the silence lasted, the deeper and heavier the predicament pressed down onto my lungs. I wanted to save Kim, but I wouldn’t do it at the cost of my wife and my child.

      After a while, Oriel broke the quiet. “Alright, I’ll do it.”
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      “You ready for this?”

      Oriel leaned with his elbows on the table inside the empty longhouse, his fists bunching up his cheeks as he shook his head. His eyelids hung heavy and his skin pale, but I knew he wouldn’t walk out on Kim.

      I grabbed the bottle between us and poured another round of shots. The glasses clinked against each other, and we downed another one.

      Heavy, wooden tables stood arranged in neat rows and decorated with dried herbs. Garlands hung from the joists, exploding in yellow and purple runners which entwined and parted along the beams. The village went all out, because it wasn’t every day we celebrated a wedding — left alone two.

      “My dad’s pissed,” Oriel said, the sway in his voice making it clear the shots had done their job. “Said his son is wasting himself for a woman he knows nothing about. Not if she comes from a good family or a respectful…”

      His voice trailed off. Lucky me.

      Oriel was as miserable as he was clueless. But then again, it was unlikely any of our people would actually believe such a thing as Lily’s existed — so I had kept it to myself.

      The only shred of Kim’s previous life now rested next to me on the bench, sealed in a yellow envelope which proved the fulfillment of her contract with Knox.

      I grabbed the envelope, placed it in front of me on the table, and slowly pushed it across. “Keep this in a secure place, and make sure nobody ever gets his hands on it.”

      He stared at the envelope for a while, cross-eyed and with a sway in his upper body, then placed his index finger on it and pulled it across. “What is it?”

      “Papers. They prove your wife… Kim has permission to stay here, and nobody has any remaining claims on her.”

      “Claims?” He jerked back and eyed the envelop once more, one brow raised and the other scrunched up toward his nose. “Permission? Fucking hell what kind of place is that? They don’t have… like… slaves over there, do they?”

      I hesitated for a moment. “Everyone has to play their role over there, just like we do over here. Just promise me you’ll keep it in a secure place.”

      “Can I read it?”

      A tremble shook my knees. Good thing I had my ass planted firmly on the bench, or his question would have made me shrink back.

      “Look, man,” I said and stretched out my hands. “I can’t tell you what to do and what to leave. My suggestion is, leave it alone, or at least wait until you two found your groove. That document isn’t yours. It’s hers. But I want you to keep it safe, in order to keep her safe. Your wife.”

      His head slid between his fists, and he facepalmed the table, a deep sigh catapulting from his lungs, which changed its tone five times and ended in a deep moan. “I have a wife.”

      I leaned over and gave a pat on his back. “Aren’t you a lucky bastard… But you still have a few minutes until it’s official. Oh and…” I rummaged through my pocket, pulled out the key to my bike, and slammed it on the table. “You got this, too.”

      He shoved his chin over the wood without lifting his head and stared over from red-rimmed eyes. “What’s that?”

      “The keys to my bike. Figured someone with a wife from the Ash Zones should have adequate transportation. My wedding gift to you. I know it’s nothing compared to what you’re doing for —”

      “Thanks!” he barked, shielding himself from the reminder of the fact that he did Ruth and me a favor. Big time.

      “Do we need to cancel?” River asked, who had poked his head through the gap in the side door. “Those brides are getting fucking antsy and Rowan’s pissed.”

      “Rowan’s always pissed,” I said and gave another pat against Oriel’s shoulder. “Tell them we’ll be right out. We were just finishing up here.”

      Oriel scrambled himself from the table, folded the envelope, and shoved it into his back pocket along with the keys. Then he combed his stray strands back into the waxed rows, got up and straightened out his white shirt.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      He gave the world’s slowest nod and set into motion.

      Before we opened the door to change our lives forever, I turned to him once more. “One more thing. Go easy on her tonight, okay?”

      “I know how to treat a virgin,” he said, sucking the blood from my fingers and making my hand go numb against the door handle.

      “Right…” was all I could say, not knowing if I did him a favor by it, her, or the both of them. Or none of them?

      I left the longhouse with a skip in my step, my eyes darting for the only thing that mattered in my life — until our child was born, that is.

      The villagers had come together in a half-moon to one side, their eyes darting between our brides, who stood in the center along with our chieftain, and now us.

      “Glad you didn’t make a run for it,” Rowan whispered, the smile on his face just another proof that, somewhere underneath all that gruff, there was a man who knew love.

      I nodded but couldn’t keep my eyes from trailing over to Ruth, who stood there in a white, long dress, her hair open and cascading down along the shell-adorned fabric. And right there below her navel and underneath the lace fabric, a small mound protruded where my child was growing. Our child. A thought so beautiful and intriguing, it turned my vision wet and blurry.

      “Get your shit together,” Rowan grunted. “Crying’s for brides and mothers, not grooms.”

      Ruth hid a laugh behind her hand, then we paired up next to each other. While Kim and Oriel stood there with drooping shoulders and lowered heads, Ruth and I both gleamed.

      Darya walked up beside Rowan and took a long piece of fabric from around her neck. She stacked my hand on top of Ruth’s, binding them together with the cornflower-embroidered cloth.

      With the other piece of fabric, she did the same to Kim and Oriel, whose bodies tensed as their skins touched.

      Darya wiggled her finger at Ruth and me. “You guys first.”

      We nodded in unison.

      “I, Rowan, thirty-eights chieftain of the Clan of the Woodlands, stand witness to this hand-fasting. Please say the words.”

      Ruth and I looked at each other, our hands tightly wrapped, and her eyes gleaming. We hummed the words together, my voice deep and hers shaky, “Lover. Friend. Keeper. Carer. Always together. Always protected. Always treasured. Never alone.”

      Rowan struggled his tight lips into a smile. “You are now husband and wife. Lover and friend. Keeper and carer. Alright… neeext.”

      The village fell into laughter. Kim and Oriel excluded. His mom clapped with excitement though, next to his dad, who stood with his arms crossed high atop his chest.

      “I, Rowan, thirty-eights chieftain of the Clan of the Woodlands, stand witness to this hand-fasting. Please say the words.”

      “Ehh…” Oriel said, his body angling toward Kim but his eyes not daring to look at her. “Lover. Always keeping together…”

      “For fuck’s sake, you had two days to learn them,” Rowan whispered.

      Oriel shook his head and took a deep breath. “Lover. Friend. Keeper. Carer. Always together. Always protected. Always treasured. Never alone.”

      All the while, Kim stood there with tears in her eyes, her lips pressed into a fine, white line.

      Rowan leaned down to her. “You gotta say the words, hun.”

      “Fine,” she said, the only thing missing a stomp to accompany her sharp voice. “Lover. Friend. Keeper. Carer. Always together. Always protected. Always treasured. Never alone. Fuck my luck.”

      “That’s good enough,” Rowan whispered. “You are now husband and wife. Lover and friend. Keeper and carer.”

      The moment the crowd cheered, I gave a tug on our bound hands and pulled Ruth against me, taking her deep into my embrace. “I love you so damn much, and I will never ever leave your side again.”

      Her nostrils released some staggering breaths against the crook of my neck, her arms trembling and her legs stiff. “I love you, Adair. I’ve loved you for way longer than I realized.”

      I fumbled the fabric off our hands and pushed it into my pockets, then picked her up bridal-style and pressed a kiss onto her lips.

      She dangled from my arms like that for way longer than necessary, because I couldn’t let go of her. “Are you ready to figure out marriage with me?”

      She laughed and threw her head back. “Yes!”

      “Good!” I let her slip back down to the ground and slapped my palm on her ass. “Now go make me a sandwich, wife.”

      Ruth punched her fist against my arm, then grabbed my collar and pulled me against her. “I’ll gladly replace you as the best cook at home if that’s what you’re asking. Too bad Hazel couldn’t come.”

      “Yeah. She ran into some trouble up there, and the meltwater wasn’t helping either. We’ll go up there for her wedding in a few weeks.”

      Jack walked up to us, hands in his pockets, and a lopsided smile on his face. “Knox ain’t gonna be happy about it, I’m telling you, brother.”

      I placed a final kiss on Ruth’s forehead and stepped away from her for a moment. “Knox made me promise she’d get married. She is married.”

      “To another guy…”

      “What can I say.” I put my hand onto his shoulder. “Knox never said I was the one who had to marry her. Just that she needs to get married or she’ll have to return. The way I see it, she’s a wife now. And let me tell you, brother, that husband of hers is good with the crossbow.”

      He swung his hands up. “I want no trouble. Just saying Knox ain’t gonna be happy.”

      “So… you’re gonna head back now?”

      “Tomorrow.” He pulled one hand out of his pocket and swung his thumb toward a young clanswoman standing by the fire. “That one’s been staring at me all day. Who knows, I might get lucky tonight if the booze keeps on pouring.”

      “You better make it count then because Rowan’s gonna arrest your ass while your cock’s still wet. This isn’t the Ash Zones, Jack.”

      He glanced over his shoulder and shrugged. “Yeah, she’s not pretty enough for that risk. Probably a boring virgin, anyway.”

      My gaze drifted off toward Oriel, who shifted from one leg to the other in front of his dad, while his mom took Kim into a hug.

      “You think he can deal with her feistiness?” Jack asked. “She isn’t exactly beginner-friendly, you know.”

      “He’ll figure her out. But do me a favor and keep your mouth shut. He… he doesn’t know.”

      Jack let out a whistle. “That’ll make for a great story to tell the grandkids one day. Anyway, Knox’s already grooming her replacement, and that girl…” He smacked his lips. “That girl is something special I’m telling ‘ya. Bird found her at the burn pit.”

      I felt a strange tick in my veins. “And because that experience wasn’t messed up enough already, he had to force her into prostitution?”

      “Knox doesn’t force anybody into anything, and you know that.”

      “No, but they all need something. They come to Knox for help, and he is so generous to provide it… after they signed the contract.”

      “Works for us.” He dropped his gaze and shoved the dirt around with his boots for a long while. “Anyway, she’s too young to start working. A teenager. But once she’s of age…” His hand darted for his crotch, and he gave everything a good shake. “You’ve never seen such eyes. They’re light gray, just like her hair. Probably some genetic mutation or something. But she’s young, and tight and —”

      “Alright, I got it. Lumberjack likes to split young branches.”

      “Damn straight.”

      I shook my head, then left him standing in the center of the village as I walked back to Ruth. She stood by the stairs to the longhouse talking to Ayanna, both hands fanned out across her stomach.

      “Ready to go home, wife?” I asked, walked up behind her, and intertwined my fingers with hers. We stood there in silence for a while, swaying our bodies from left to right and back again, stroking our child.

      “Autumn and Max already left,” Ayanna said. “She thinks she’s in labor, but Darya said it’s too early, and the contractions aren’t strong enough yet.”

      Ruth jutted her chin toward Oriel. “That’s not what happy looks like.”

      “Not yet,” I said.

      Ruth let go of my hands and turned around in my arms, gleaming up at me as if she had scored big. She cupped my cheek, sending warmth through my body and deep into my core.

      Silence played back and forth between us as we let our eyes do the talking. All my life, I feared I wasn’t good enough. Now that I held this woman in my arms, I figured I must be fucking perfect. Or perhaps I wasn’t perfect, but she simply brought out the best in me.

      

      This concludes Clan of the Woodlands - The Jerk (#4). If you liked this book, do this indie author a favor and leave a review on Amazon or Goodreads. It matters more than you’ll ever know!
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