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      She crouched behind the car, her knife in her hand ready. Peering over the bonnet, she saw two bodies lying on the street at awkward angles. Experience told her it didn’t mean they wouldn’t get up again. She looked back at Corporal Ben Quince, ‘Q’, crouched at the corner of the street. He nodded once, and she returned the nod, not nearly as confident as he was.

      Sergeant James Maddox was crouched behind a car farther down, but she could only see the sand colour of his military boots. She knew what the next move was and waited for the sign.

      Maddox moved into sight, and her heart pounded in her chest as he half crouched, half ran across the road to the armoured truck. Corporal Billy Howison, ‘Howie’, sat in the driver’s seat waiting for them.

      She hated this bit. It was the hardest part. Trying to move without making a noise. Three Commando gunners from the Royal Regimental Artillery Corps could move as if they were weightless. Lexi Cornish, a checkout operator from a supermarket, could only move like a herd of elephants was stomping down the street.

      Q eased in beside her, his mouth by her ear. “Balls of your feet, low to ground. You can do this.”

      She drew in a breath and nodded.

      “Good girl.” He kissed the shell of her ear and moved forward in a crouch.

      Her ear tingled, and she held onto the feeling as she followed him. Keeping her attention on the bodies, she moved like a deformed monkey. She was almost there when her foot slipped on the gravel and sent it skittering. Freezing, she held her breath, sweat dripping down her back.

      Q motioned her to move and crept forward. One body twitched, and she froze again.

      “Move,” Maddox yelled as Howie started the engine.

      The bodies got to their feet, heads moving oddly as sightless eyes tried to pinpoint the sudden noise. Their hearing was increased though, and it more than made up for their lack of sight.

      Q dragged her to her feet and together they sprinted to the truck. He kept pace with her, even though he could run faster. Gurgles and groans sounded from behind her. They were gaining on her, and she put everything she had into her legs. She reached the open back door, and Maddox grabbed her backpack and hauled her up. Q shoved her up, climbed on top of her, and slammed the door shut behind him.

      “Let’s ride!” Howie whooped and drove off, leaving the bodies far behind.

      She untangled herself from Q and collapsed onto the floor, breathing hard.

      “Are you hurt?” Maddox demanded. “Is she hurt?”

      “No, sir. Just winded,” Q replied, without a hint of breathlessness.

      “Good, that’s excellent.” Maddox patted her shin, but she was still trying to avoid cardiac arrest as her lungs exploded.

      “That was an excellent run, people,” Maddox declared. “Good teamwork.”

      Lexi grunted, her breathing easing. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t move with the stealth they possessed. And now she’d messed up again. She’d messed up every time they’d made a run. One of these days she’d get one, or all of them, killed. She was a liability. Tears filled her eyes as she lay staring at the sand coloured roof of the truck.

      Maddox’s cropped blond hair came into view as he crouched beside her. His eyes were an icy blue, and his top lip was scarred, but it did nothing to take away from how gorgeous he was. In fact, it added to it. Howie hit a pothole, and he almost toppled over, catching his balance with a hand on the side.

      “You did good, Shorty.” He grinned at her, but she closed her eyes, snorting.

      “Are you disagreeing with your commanding officer?” he enquired.

      “I lost my footing and sent gravel flying.” She opened her eyes. “I’m like a baby elephant walking on eggshells. I’ll get you all killed.”

      “Wow, would you like some cheese with that whine?” He poked her side, and she squirmed away from him.

      “Admit it. It’s the truth,” she said.

      “What happened before you skidded on gravel?” he asked.

      Howie hit another pothole and Maddox fell against the side. “For god’s sake, Corporal, try to avoid them,” he snapped.

      “It’s like trying to avoid the clap in a brothel, sir. Roads riddled with them,” Howie called.

      Lexi couldn’t help the chuckle that left her mouth as she moved to sit opposite Maddox.

      Maddox smirked at her, raising his knees and resting his wrists on them. “You haven’t answered my question.”

      “I was doing my crab impression—”

      “No, from the top.”

      “Oh.” She scratched at her head under the ball cap, her hair in need of a wash again. “We got to the chemists, all three, took what we could, and then worked our way back to Howie.”

      “And what’s in your backpack? Fresh air?”

      She pulled her ball cap down over her eyes. He had a point, damn him. But then he always did.

      “Don’t roll your eyes at me.”

      “See through caps now, can we?”

      His hands gripped her upper arms, pinning her against the truck, and his lips crashed against hers.

      “Yeah! Kiss the sass from her, Sarge,” Q cheered.

      She resisted point four of a second before she was submitting to his invading tongue. Point six of a second later and she was giving him as good as she got. Their tongues tangled together, and the ball cap was knocked from her head. Her hands went to his hips, and she moaned into his mouth.

      He lifted his head, smirking at her. “I don’t think there are enough years to kiss the sass from her, Q.”

      “Between the three of us we could do it,” Howie put in.

      Another pothole sent Maddox onto his butt and her into a peal of laughter.

      He scooted to the side, swearing at Howie. She picked up her cap and put it on, lifting her knees to her chest. She was tired, exhausted. Once the adrenaline faded away after a run, it left her drained and in need of sleep. Sometimes it was possible, sometimes it wasn’t.

      For the first time in almost four months they had a safe place to go, not that it was completely safe. Nowhere was these days. Not since the first infected.

      Lexi was at work when the news flashes brought everyone to a stand-still. A new virus baffling the medical and science community. With several ground zeros, it was impossible to work out where it had started, but the main worry was when it would end. There was no cure for the illness which started as the common cold and ended shutting down the major internal organs. But that wasn’t the worse bit. The worse bit was they didn’t die. Whatever the virus was, it worked like a parasite invading the body, shutting down the parts it didn’t need and taking over the brain. It consumed the host until only an unquenchable rage remained. They became killing machines, incapable of pain, hurt, emotion, or intelligence. They didn’t eat or sleep. The only way to stop them was a bullet, or a knife to the brain. Just like in the zombie films. Except these zombies were faster and had an acute sense of hearing to compensate for being unable to see.

      Lexi always thought if zombies ever rose she’d be one of the first to die. She couldn’t run for shit and enjoyed chocolate too much. And she would have died if she hadn’t fallen for three Commando gunners of the Royal Artillery. Literally.

      She’d gone home from work, barricaded her door with her heavy wardrobe and sat in front of her telly. It was chaos, the images being broadcast by news reporters becoming more and more horrific as the days passed. Control was lost as it became an ‘every man for himself’ situation. The virus hit her town the day after the telly went black and electricity failed. She’d heard the screaming, shouting, and gunfire on the streets. And then she’d heard the growling and screaming in the corridors outside her apartment. They’d banged against her door and she’d hidden beneath her bed crying. Her wardrobe saved her, and they stopped after a while. She only came out when the need to pee overtook her fear.

      It took three days for it to decimate the normally bustling, happy town. The streets were vacant, cars were abandoned. There were no signs of any uninfected people, but there were plenty of signs of infected ones. People who died from brain injuries were the lucky ones. People who died from any other reason joined their rage-filled comrades.

      She’d stayed there for two weeks, rationing out her food until it was gone, and the only water was drips from the tap. The roads had quietened down, the infected growing less as they wandered in a seemingly endless need to walk. Living on the second floor had its advantages, but it also had its disadvantages. She’d pushed the wardrobe and heard the growl as an infected shoved the door. Pushing the wardrobe back, she’d burst into tears. They were waiting for her, or another one was there.

      Her only option was the window and therein lay the disadvantage. If she tried to jump she’d break something, knowing her. Or she’d make so much noise they’d congregate under her window, waiting to tear her limb from limb. But she couldn’t stay there. She’d die. And one thing which amazed Lexi was her will to survive. The inbuilt drive to stay alive, no matter the odds. She’d cursed that drive more than once.

      She’d packed as much as she could in an old backpack and climbed out of the window.

      And got stuck.

      Her pack caught on the catch on the inside of the window, and she ended up dangling from the strap with no way to free herself.

      She’d still be there, a hanging skeleton of shame and irony if her three gunners hadn’t been taking shelter in the cafe opposite. They’d been working their way through town to the base camp set up at the start of the chaos. But they’d spotted her in the apartment and were planning to rescue her. She’d made it harder for them by getting stuck in the window. But in her defence, she hadn’t known they were planning her rescue.

      She’d hung there, cursing her stupidity when a figure in camouflage climbed the wall next to her in a brilliant impression of Spiderman. She’d only gaped as he’d winked at her and with his knife, cut the strap holding her in place. Too shocked to cry out, she fell into the arms of the other two. Before she could blink, they were dragging her between them across the street and into the cafe. Spiderman hot on their heels.

      With the equipment they had and enough wear on their sand coloured camouflage uniforms, she knew they were army and not soldier wannabes. Feeling safe with them, she’d gone with them to their base. Discovering it was overrun, they’d devised a plan to grab as much as they could. They told her to stay hidden in a secured pub and they’d come for her. She hadn’t believed they’d come back. She was a liability and slowed them down. When they’d left, she’d sneaked through the pub, gathering anything useful. With no plan and a heavy heart, she’d left and made her way out of town, lucky enough to not come across any infected.

      She’d been figuring out a way to cross the river when Howie (Spiderman) sneaked up, gagged her, and carried her to the armoured truck they’d got from the base. He’d thrown her into the back, got in behind her, and they’d driven off.

      Maddox demanded to know whether the reason she was alive was because she had no brain for the virus to attack. She’d told them she hadn’t expected them to go back for her.

      He’d rolled his eyes, introduced them all, and told her she was stuck with them now.

      That had been nearly four months ago.

      She’d fallen for them hard. Three gorgeous, commando trained artillerymen that took good care of her, how could she not? When they’d initiated a physical relationship with her she’d assumed it was because she was the only woman they’d come across. By that time she was in too deep with them for dignity. And it scratched the itch they gave her just by breathing.

      Q chewed her up and spat her out when she let it slip. It had offended and hurt him. Did she think so little of him that he’d use her like that? Was she using him in the same manner? Shocked by his words, it had come tumbling out how she liked them all. Maddox and Howie had been listening. They told her they liked her too, and even if there were other women, they’d still choose her. It made her more secure with them.

      But the knowledge she was slower and a liability never left her. And it was increasingly evident.

      “Stop sulking and get your butt over here, Shorty.” Maddox hit her square in the chest with a balled up bit of paper.

      She didn’t need telling twice and scooted over. He spread his legs, and she nestled into him, her hand on his shoulder and her face pressed against the side of his neck. He wrapped his arms around her, holding her tight. With the rocking of the truck over deteriorating roads, she dozed off, safe for the moment.
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      “Lexi.” Maddox shook her, and she woke straight away.

      Before this happened, she’d slept like a log, but those days were long gone and now, even the crack of a twig would have her awake and alert. She hated it.

      “We’re here.”

      She shifted out of his arms and looked over the front seats. The base they’d chosen while they’d spent a few days stocking up was ahead. It was a house set back off the road with high stone walls around three sides. The woods were behind the walls, and the front of the house was secure with large metal gates. When they’d first found it, the owners were inside, but infected. Howie and Q dispatched them while Maddox and Lexi checked the back of the house. They’d given her a knife that strapped to her thigh. So far she hadn’t used it. Her gunners were trained killers and most of the time they dispatched the infected before she even knew they were there.

      She scanned the sides of the road for movement. It was woody, and the trees gave them cover, but it could also hide infected.

      “Any signs?”

      Howie shook his head. “No, sir. Quiet. I haven’t seen one since we left the town.”

      Q turned and nibbled her earlobe, making her laugh.

      “Eyes front, Corporal,” Maddox ordered.

      “Yes, Corporal, eyes and teeth front,” she teased him.

      He snapped his teeth but didn’t look away from the road. Howie slowed as they approached the curved driveway leading to the house. Something was different, but she wasn’t sure what.

      “Stop.”

      One thing they taught her was to say and get it wrong, rather than say nothing and regret it later.

      “What is it?” Maddox demanded as Howie slowed to a stop, keeping the engine idling.

      “I don’t know… something’s not right.” She scanned the road and saw it. “Someone’s been here.”

      “How do you know?”

      “There’s a dead badger. It wasn’t there when we left. It wasn’t there at all before. Someone’s knocked it down since this morning.”

      “She’s right,” Howie murmured. “I’d have known if I’d run it over.”

      “We all would,” Q murmured. “We’d be eating it for tea.”

      “Do you reckon it tastes like chicken?” she asked, distracted by his comment.

      “No. It’s a wild omnivore. It’ll be more like Venison, I reckon,” Howie replied. “Riddled with parasites though, need to cook it good and hot.”

      “Ah, I’ll watch from a distance with my trusty packet of noodles.” She scrunched up her nose.

      “Do you think it could be possible to keep your minds off food? Just for five minutes,” Maddox muttered. “Q with me. Lexie, stay with Howie. We’ll signal if it’s all clear.”

      Lexi’s stomach sank. “Be careful, please, both of you.”

      “Will do, ma’am.” Q winked at her and then he and Maddox were slipping from the truck and disappearing into the undergrowth either side.

      “They are camouflaged, aren’t they?” she murmured, no longer able to see them.

      “Yeah, strange really, but top brass thought it might work better than the neon pink ones they first tried out.”

      “Ha ha ha,” she deadpanned.

      "Hold on, I'm going to turn this baby in case we need to make sharp,” he said and put the truck into reverse.

      She stayed quiet as he turned the truck to face the way they’d come.

      “Keep watch up top,” he told her. “Keep your head down.”

      She opened a hatch and peered over the top.

      The passenger door opened, and Maddox and Q jumped inside.

      “Too many. Let’s go, they heard the truck,” Maddox ordered. “Lexie? Where’s Lexie?”

      “Here,” she called, spotting a Jeep come careening around the bend.

      “They’re following us.” She scrambled out of the way as Maddox pulled himself up.

      “Shit. Step on it, Howie. Q, rifles.”

      She looked in the side mirror and saw two black Jeeps with huge hunting lights on the top and across the front end. They were flashing their headlights. The large hunting lights were on but made no difference in the daylight.

      “Slow us, Howie,” Maddox ordered. “I’ll warn them off.”

      The truck slowed, and he fired off a warning shot that took out the driver’s side mirror.

      “Whoa, that was a good shot!” she exclaimed.

      “If it stops them, it's an excellent shot,” he muttered.

      “Not slowing, sir,” Q said.

      “Okay, let’s talk business. Q, nearside tyre, on my mark.” He aimed through the sight. “Keep it steady, Howie.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      “Mark.”

      They fired and both front tyres blew out. The Jeep careened, skidded in a wide arc, and came to a stop sideways. The other Jeep stopped, and Howie sped up, leaving them behind.

      “Yeah, the British army is not to be fucked with!” Q whooped

      “How do you know they didn’t need help?” It hadn’t occurred to her until he’d said British Army. “Maybe they wanted you to help them.”

      “We got to the house,” Maddox said. “Q, keep on watch in case they get stupid.”

      “Sir.”

      He left his rifle with Q and climbed into the front seat beside her.

      “What did you see?”

      “Laughing and partying like it’s the millennium not the end of the fucking world.” A muscle ticked on his jawline. “They’ll be dead before the week is out if they continue making that noise.”

      There was more than that, and she debated if she wanted to know. Yes, she needed to know if she wanted to survive. “What else?”

      “Lexi, it’s made me think. I was stupid not to have considered this before.” He looked at her, and she saw concern in his normally guarded eyes.

      “What?”

      “You’re a sitting duck, a pretty sitting duck.”

      “I am?” She wasn’t certain what he meant.

      “There were no women there.”

      It clicked, and she blew her breath out. “I can’t change sexes, Maddox.”

      “Thank god,” Howie murmured, making her snort with laughter.

      “No, but we can make it less obvious you’re a girl.”

      “We can?” She fingered her shoulder-length hair, and a pang went through her. “Not the hair.”

      “Yeah, the hair.”

      “But I’m not manly.”

      “We have spare kit back there. From a distance, you’d look enough like a boy to not bother with a closer look.”

      He was right. Didn’t she complain about her greasy hair, anyway? And which was better? A shaved head or taken from them by some sleazy slimeballs?

      “Okay. Let’s do it.”

      “Good girl.”
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      Tears dripped down her face as her hair fell to the floor in chunks. Howie was cutting the long strands short, and then he’d buzz cut it with their shaver.

      Putting the house far behind them, they’d come across an old telephone exchange that was obsolete long before the virus started. They’d secured it, hidden the truck as best they could and holed up for the night. Q was on the first watch, and Maddox was using a camping stove to cook up some tinned stew.

      Howie was whistling as he cut her hair, but Lexi wasn’t so cheerful. Not because she thought she had fantastic hair, just that it had always been on her head. And wasn’t that the most ridiculous thing she’d ever thought?

      Shaved heads suited men, boys, and some women but not her. Wouldn’t she get cold? She wanted to demand he stop and stick it back on but it was long past the point of return. And when the shaver buzzed into life and made the first pass over her head she sobbed.

      “Keep still, Shorty. It shouldn’t cut you, but best to keep still.” He made another pass and she couldn’t stop her shoulders from shaking.

      He stopped, turned off the shaver and leant around, peering at her. She tried hiding her tears by turning her head away from him. “Are you crying? You are crying.” He stood and sifted through her hair. “Did I cut you? Hurt you?”

      “No, I’m fine. Something in my eye is all.” She wiped at her face, ducking her head to hide.

      “A hair?” he asked. “Let me look.”

      “It’s fine, honest. Just… carry on, please.” She gave a strangled sob and cursed herself as she covered her mouth with her hand, trying to turn it into a cough.

      He crouched in front of her and eyed her, his head tilted to the side. “Do you trust me?”

      She nodded, wiping her nose on her handkerchief.

      “Then wait, just wait.” He got up, pecked her forehead and started the shaver again.

      She squeezed her eyes shut, clenched her fists and held as still as she could while the tears slid free. He made several passes over her head and already the difference in temperature was obvious. She was now bald, like a billiard ball, an ugly billiard ball.

      “All done.” Howie switched off the shaver and brushed off the loose hair from her shoulders. “You’ll need to take that shirt off and give it a good shake, or you’ll be itching from here to kingdom come.”

      “Thank you.” She managed a squeak and went to her sleeping bag. If she didn’t touch her hair, didn’t look at it, maybe it would magically regrow.

      On the sleeping bag lay camouflage trousers, a green t-shirt, a camouflage jacket, and a green beret. It was time for her to lose her civies, as they called her clothes.

      “Don’t you want to see what you look like?” Howie had followed her.

      She shook her head, not trusting her voice.

      “I think it looks good,” he said.

      She couldn’t detect any false edge to his voice, but he was probably trying to make her feel better.

      “You have the face shape for it,” he carried on.

      She nodded, and stepping to one side, she stripped off her t-shirt. A chunk of hair fell to the floor, and she hiccoughed.

      He stepped around her and held up a hand-sized mirror. She tried looking away, but he moved the mirror to follow her head.

      “Don’t be stubborn,” he said. “Just look, Lexi. It’s short, it hasn’t transformed you into Quasimodo.”

      “He was a hunchback, not ugly.”

      “And you’re not a hunchback, or ugly. I told you, I think it makes you look hot. Your ally factor is through the roof.”

      “Ally factor?”

      “Yeah, ally. Hard, makes you look hard, top dog, y’know.”

      She didn’t but let it drop. “Hot? I’m bald!”

      “You’re not bald. Are we bald?”

      “Well, not completely, but you are short.”

      “Ours is a grade four. You’re an eight, crew cut. Look.”

      He thrust the mirror under her nose and she half closed her eyes, bracing herself for the shock.

      She wasn’t bald. It was short, but she wasn’t bald. It wasn’t a beauty contest style, but then neither was she. Relief flooded through her; at least she wasn’t a billiard ball.

      “Oh.”

      “Now this is the part where you say, ‘Howie, you genius, you’ve made me into Private Lexi Cornish, and now I have to obey your every command’.”

      She lifted her eyes and smirked at him. “Every command?”

      “Every command.” He nodded and looked around before throwing the mirror onto the sleeping bag. He slid his finger into the front of her bra and tugged her towards him.

      Awareness flickered to life in the pit of her stomach. Keeping his finger tucked into her bra he swept the stray hairs from her shoulders with the other one. He blew on the ones that clung to her neck, and she shivered.

      “Cold?” He met her gaze as he blew across her breast bones.

      She shook her head, holding his gaze.

      He slid his finger across the edge of her bra and pulled it outward. He blew over her breast, and her nipple tightened, sending sparks between her legs.

      “It’s not working.” He blew again, directing the cold air onto her nipple. “Take off your bra, Private Cornish, we’ll need some serious skin to skin contact to make sure we remove all those hairs.”

      His smirk grew as her nipples showed through the material of her bra. “Look at those babies,” he murmured. “Desperate for my lips.”

      “You don’t want to do that.” She shook her head. “You’ll get hair in your mouth.”

      “I intend to.” He caught her gaze and the heat burning in his eyes set her blood on fire.

      “Have you fini—Ah.” Maddox chuckled. “I was about to tell you the food was ready.”

      “Sir, meet Private Lexi Cornish.” Howie gripped her shoulders and turned her to Maddox.

      His stern face softened, and he brushed a loose hair from her shoulder. “It suits you.”

      “See. I told you. I told her, sir. But this recruit is stubborn.”

      “I’m a recruit now?” She laughed. “I’d fail the first medical.”

      “You think?” Maddox arched an eyebrow and looked at Howie. “We should see how fit you are.”

      “I’m not doing sit-ups or running laps.”

      “Oh, no, Private. The first test is always flexibility.” Maddox caught her gaze.

      “And stamina.” Howie’s hot breath ghosted over her shoulder, and she shuddered, her nipples hardening again.

      Maddox put a fingertip under her chin and lifted her head to meet his gaze. “New recruits within six months of their contract can leave if they give fourteen days’ notice. You don’t need to give fourteen days’ notice, Private Cornish. Just a no will suffice.”

      Her heart flipped in her chest, and her stomach tightened. “Will the British army be disappointed if I say no?”

      “We’re very understanding,” Howie whispered into her ear. “We look after our recruits because we want to keep them.”

      They hadn’t shared her before. It wasn’t that often they had sex at all. Running from the infected and constantly being on guard wasn’t conducive to getting your freak on. But the thought of two of them hadn’t occurred to her before.

      Maddox stroked his finger over her cheek, and then kissed her, his lips lingering on hers. “I’ll keep your stew warm.”

      He took a step back, and she reacted, grabbing his shirt. She looked back at Howie. “Does the army share like this too?”

      “A good soldier is selfless. We share and support each other in everything.” He put his hands on her hips.

      “As long as the army knows that this recruit has no idea how sharing works but wants to learn.”

      “All the marks of an excellent corporal in the making,” Maddox murmured and closed the gap between them. He lowered his head and sucked on her pulse point.

      Howie kissed the back of her neck, gagged, and spat on the floor. “Let’s just clean this recruit up, sir. She’s hairy back here.”

      “And in front.” Maddox chuckled, removing a stray hair from his mouth, making her laugh.

      Howie stripped his own shirt off and then brushed it over her neck, shoulders, and back before handing it to Maddox who brushed off her front.

      Her bra was unclipped, and Howie slid the straps down her arms, smoothing his hands over her bare skin. Goosebumps rose from his touch, and she bit back a moan. He kissed the top of her spine, his fingers trailing down her back to her waistband, dragging a low moan from her.

      Maddox cupped her breasts his thumbs rubbing her nipples and she cried out, arching into him. Her hand twisted in his shirt, and she reached back to grab Howie’s thigh.

      “So fucking responsive,” Howie breathed, his chin on her shoulder as he watched his commanding officer tease her.

      Maddox bent and sucked her nipple into his mouth and bit lightly. She jolted, lightning striking where his teeth tugged. Needing to touch him, she pushed her hand under his shirt and onto his abs. Damn, he was fit. She trailed her fingers over his muscles and felt him suck in a breath.

      Howie inched his fingers around her waist, undid her trousers, and pushed his hand inside, cupping her.

      “Fuck.” Her head went back onto his shoulder as she bucked her hips.

      “Yeah, that’s right, baby,” Howie murmured. “I'm going to fuck you.”

      “Two seconds.” Maddox stepped away from her, and she whined.

      “He’ll be back, baby. We need to make sure you’re protected.” Howie nibbled her ear. “Let’s get you comfy.” He drew out his hand and kicked the mirror from her sleeping bag.

      The moment her back hit the sleeping bag Howie was on her. Mouthing at her breasts and pushing his hand into her trousers again. He was quicksilver and their times together were intense, exhausting, and fast. He always made sure she was ready for him, but his favourite place to be was inside her. It worked because it was also her favourite place for him to be.

      Maddox dragged his sleeping bag over, and Howie lifted his head. His hazel eyes were alight with lust, and it gave her a kick knowing she put the lust there. Even with a man’s haircut.

      He worked his way down her legs, tugging her jeans and underwear off at the same time.

      She tugged them closer and undid their zips but struggled to undo the buttons one-handed.

      They pulled her hands away and unfastened the buttons.

      “Oh, gods.” She lost her breath at the view before her. They were both magnificently toned and muscled by hard work and hard exercise regimes. Add in they were both ready for her and her head swam.

      Howie pushed his trousers to his knees and spread her legs. She expected him to drive into her and welcomed it, but when he lifted her hips and buried his face between her legs, she cried out. Clutching at the sleeping bag she arched upwards; her eyes squeezed shut as he made her see stars with his tongue and lips.

      Fingers played with her nipples, and she opened her eyes to see Maddox was beside her, his face level with hers.

      “We need to keep you quiet.” His tongue invaded her mouth, his fingers wicked on her breasts, and it was almost too much. She clutched his head with one hand and grabbed Howie with her other.

      Howie worked her relentlessly, pushing her to head-spinning heights as his teeth grazed over her clit before licking her and then repeating it again and again.

      She was groaning into Maddox’s mouth, shaking and writhing under them.

      Howie lifted his head, his breathing hard. “Hold her still, sir.”

      Maddox went to his knees, caught her hands and pinned them to the floor above her head. He lowered his mouth to her breast and sucked hard on her nipple.

      She couldn’t stop the scream it dragged from her throat, and Maddox caught her wrists with one hand. He covered her mouth with his other and returned to sucking on her nipples.

      She was so close, so bloody close. Nothing existed outside of the sensations they were creating in her. Every nerve was on fire and ready to explode. And when Howie thrust his fingers into her and rubbed her clit with his thumb, she went supernova.

      Being held down, and with Maddox’s hand over her mouth, it intensified the sensations until she thought she’d die from sheer pleasure. Howie worked her through the pulsating aftershocks, easing her down.

      “Lexi, please? Yes or no, babe.” Other than their first time, Howie never got this far and then asked if he could fuck her. But that wasn’t what he wanted to know. She nodded, her mouth still covered by Maddox’s hand. Howie didn’t care Maddox was there and neither did she.

      Howie swore, fumbled with the condoms and rolled one on. He gripped her hips and impaled her with one thrust.

      Her eyes rolled back in her head as he pounded into her. He was fast and hard, leaving her breathless and teetering on the edge again. Maddox moved, and Howie buried his face in her neck as he grunted and groaned his release. Her legs were wrapped around him, and she was grinding from side to side, trying to find the friction she needed.

      “Maddox,” Howie muttered into her ear, still panting. “Yes, or no?”

      “Fuck, yes.” She nodded. “Please, finish me first.”

      He lifted his head, a smug smirk on his lips. “Babe, anything for you.” He pushed his hand between them, expertly finding her clit. And just as expertly, he pushed her over the edge he’d brought her to. He swallowed her cries of pleasure his mouth covering hers. Spent, she flopped back against the sleeping bag.

      “Babe, you are it, sugar.” Howie kissed her, nuzzling her neck, and then he pulled from her and rolled to the side.

      She turned her head and saw Maddox kneeling, fisting himself as he watched.

      He caught her gaze and his face softened. “I can jerk off if you’re fucked out,” he said. “It isn’t going to take much, sweetheart. Hearing and watching you come always does it for me.”

      She sat up, and Howie slid his hand down her spine and into the crevice of her bum cheeks. She shivered and looked back at him as he lay beside her.

      “One of these days we’ll get around to here and we can take you at the same time.”

      “Ouch.” She scrunched her nose surely it would hurt.

      “Some women like it, some don’t,” Maddox said. “We can find out easily enough without hurting you.”

      “You can? How?”

      Howie moved to a kneeling position behind her. “We’ll show you.”

      “Only if you want,” Maddox added, picking up a condom.

      “Yes.” She nodded, willing to try anything once with them. She trusted them to stop if she didn’t like it.

      “Howie?”

      “Sir.”

      They said nothing more, and a sudden thought made her stomach sour and her throat clench. Now she was being ridiculous. They’d said they liked her, but they’d never said anything more than like. She’d fallen for them, but it didn’t mean they returned it. And whether this was regular gameplay between them before the end of the world had no impact on them doing it with her. Except, for some reason, it did. And she had no idea why.

      “Howie.” Maddox’s voice was low, and Howie hugged her from behind as Maddox caught her hands in his. “Lexi. I don’t know what went through your mind, but if you’re unhappy with any of this, tell us. I can’t read minds.”

      “Really?” Howie tried lightening the sudden tension. “That’s not what you told us when we were privates.”

      “Well, you lot were easy to read.” He snorted and then lifted her hands to his mouth, kissing them. “Lexi, talk to us.”

      “I ruined the mood, sorry.”

      “You haven’t,” Maddox said. “I’ll be honest with you, Lex, you could talk about gutting a cadaver and I’d get turned on by you.”

      “Damn straight,” Howie said. “Your scent will do it for me sometimes.”

      “I’m just being stupid, that’s all.”

      “Ah.” Maddox caught Howie’s attention over her shoulder, and she saw that silent communication again.

      “I’d have been trying to get into your pants from the first moment I met you, despite what the world was like,” Howie murmured.

      “Attraction, lust, like, love, they’re peculiar things. Take us four. We went through the whole range to land, and remain, on the last one with you.” Maddox’s tone was low, and he held her gaze, not breaking it.

      Her brain short-circuited. Were they declaring what she hoped they were saying? She doubted it. She knew what she wanted to hear, but she also knew if she didn’t hear it, it would gut her. So she relied on the truth.

      “I was just wondering how often you two have teamed up like this,” she murmured.

      “And you don’t like the thought?” Howie sounded smug. He kissed her shoulder, and putting his hands on her waist, he lifted her to her knees.

      “Well, I just… you seemed to know…” She stumbled to a stop as Maddox put a condom onto his still hard cock.

      “He’s our sergeant, we’ve been together since finishing basic training. After four tours of duty, we got to know each other well. Facial expressions can sometimes say far more than the tongue,” Howie said.

      “It’s none of my business—”

      “Yes, it is,” Maddox contradicted her. “The answer is no, we haven’t done this together before. But we have talked about this extensively with Q about you.” His words were strangled at the end as she resisted no longer and wrapped her fingers around his cock and stroked him.

      “I had a threesome in college, but that was two girls, not two men and a girl," Howie added.

      “We are not crossing swords,” Maddox hissed.

      “Aww, now that’s something I’d like to see.” She gasped as Maddox tugged her nipples.

      “What, gay sex?” Howie smoothed his hand down her spine and pushed her a little. Not enough to force her, but enough to know what he wanted her to do.

      “No, two men kissing.” She bent and took Maddox to the back of her throat in one move and revelled in the roar he stamped into a gurgled curse word.

      His hands went to her head, and she hummed, knowing what it would do to him. He grunted and jerked under her.

      “Not gonna last long,” he grumbled.

      Howie gripped her hips and brought her butt up. Confused, she looked back at him.

      “Eyes front, Private,” he teased her, swatting her butt cheek.

      She stuck her tongue out at him and then went back to giving Maddox what he needed. She used her hands and tongue but hated the taste of the condom. Too late, she remembered the flavoured ones she’d picked up on the chemist run.

      She was debating whether he’d last long enough for her to get one out when Howie bit her butt cheek and made her moan around Maddox. He jerked, clutched her head and grunted as his released ripped through him.

      Maybe next time for the flavoured ones.

      All thoughts fled as Howie dipped his finger into her entrance and then brought it to her puckered ring of muscles. She didn’t have time to do anything except gasp as he gently pushed his fingertip inside. It didn’t hurt, it just felt… different.

      But then he brought his other hand to her clit and stroked her as he eased his finger farther in.

      “Oh god.” A shudder ripped through her, and she almost fell sideways. Maddox caught her and drew her head to kiss her. All she could do was sob as Howie teased her towards another orgasm. She clung to Maddox, her face buried in his shoulder as Howie did things to her she had no name for. It was intense, too much, too full, too everything. She needed to come, but he wasn’t trying to push her over the edge, and she was desperate.

      Maddox held her, grounding her as Howie kissed her lower back, his fingers never stopping their onslaught on her. Maddox nuzzled her ear, his own breathing quickening as her response to Howie affected him.

      “Fuck me, Lex. You’re so bloody responsive, fucking perfect,” Howie breathed. “I need to fuck you again.”

      “God, please, please, anything. Just make me come,” she sobbed into Maddox’s neck.

      Maddox positioned himself so he was holding her more securely, her face still buried in his neck.

      “Lex, angel.” Howie grunted and then he was filling her again, deeper than before and when he eased his finger inside her tight ring of muscles, she broke apart on him. Her muscles clamped down on him, and she sailed off the edge of pleasure and died. He roared her name and pushed in as far as he could and then jerked as his release took him.

      “Fuck,” Maddox breathed. “You two are intense to watch.”

      “You… I…” Lexi couldn’t breathe, let along make a coherent sentence. She moved one hand to his cock; he was semi-hard and twitched when she stroked him.

      “I’m done for, Lex. You blew me dry, baby,” he whispered. “Watching you react with Howie turns me on, but I’m not seventeen anymore.”

      “Thank god for that. I think I may pass out if you give me any more orgasms,” she panted, exhausted.

      “Gonna hug her,” Howie said.

      “Clean up and get dressed first,” Maddox replied. “I’ll reheat the stew.”

      She pulled back from Maddox and sat back on her heels. She couldn’t be bothered to dress, but lying around naked wasn’t a clever idea. In fact, they rarely undressed. It was unusual for them to undress her. It was always a re-arranging of clothes or one leg removed from her trousers.

      Howie held out her bra to her, and she took it with thanks. Dressing quickly, she no sooner had all her clothes on when she fell into her pillow, groaning. Howie chuckled, and lying down next to her, hauled her to lie half on him, half on the sleeping bag. She curled into him, her face tucked into his neck.

      “Thank you, Lexi,” he murmured. “I struck gold with you. I promise you now: I will die before I let anything happen to you.”

      She was half asleep as she patted his chest. “No one dies. Love you all too much.”

      The air left his lungs on a whoosh, and he tightened his hold on her. “Love you too, Lexie.”

      She wanted to talk about it, question him, but sleep dragged her under.
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      When Lexi woke, she wasn’t sure if the whole love thing had been part of her dreams. She didn’t have time to find out before they were eating and discussing the day’s plans. Howie was on watch, and she listened as Maddox discussed routes with Q over their map.

      She had no family to worry about. Her parents had been older when they had her and died when she was in her early twenties. Now she was thirty, and for the first time, glad they hadn't lived to witness the end of the world.

      Howie’s family was in France when it kicked off. With countries closing their borders, they’d made their way to the British Embassy. What happened to them after that, Howie didn’t know. He told himself they were safe in the Embassy to remain sane. Q was like her and had no family left, or at least none he wanted to find.

      Maddox’s parents were in Scotland; his father was the major general in Fort Durnby, and that was their ultimate destination. His father had contacted Maddox at the start and told him he’d taken his mother and siblings into the fort for safety. Maddox said his father would protect them or die trying.

      But Maddox was military too, and fifteen years of service had inbred into him the selfless attitude every good soldier had. ‘Queen and country first’ were more than words.

      The men at the house had been the first survivors they’d met since starting out in Lexi’s small hometown on the Devonshire Border. The closer they got to more built-up places the more likely they were to find survivors. It hadn’t worried her before; she wanted to help as many as they could. But now, she wasn’t so sure. How many of them would be like the ones from the house?

      “Lexi?”

      Maddox snapped his fingers, and she realised she’d zoned out on them.

      “Sorry, what?”

      “Would you swap out with Howie and send him in?”

      She shook herself, nodding. “Of course.” She crossed to the door.

      “Keep this door open and holler if you see or feel off,” he called.

      “Will do,” she replied and went out, leaving the door open.

      Howie was sitting on the roof of the truck, his rifle across his lap and the binoculars in his hand.

      “Hey, Maddox wants to see you,” she called, climbing the small ladder steps up the side to the roof. “I’ll watch out for you.”

      “Okay.” He handed her the binoculars and placed his assault rifle on the roof. “Holler if you see anything.”

      She nodded, moving to let him pass.

      He caught her arm and put his forehead to hers. “Love you, Lex,” he murmured.

      Her heart fluttered, and she couldn’t stop the smile breaking across her face. “I love you too, Howie.”

      He kissed her and then jumped from the roof and went inside.

      She sighed as looked around her. It hadn’t been a dream. He loved her.

      But she also loved Q and Maddox. He must know that. But she didn’t know how they felt about her, other than a strong like. Would Howie expect her to be only with him? She couldn’t choose between them, but it might put her into a position where she’d have to.

      Bringing the binoculars to her eyes, the tears blurred her view. She wiped her eyes and took another look around her. It wouldn’t make a difference if she missed something and got them all killed.

      She wasn’t cut out for this. But then who was? Other than her three gunners, of course. But even this was different for them. Life would never be the same, even if they found a way to stop the virus. It would be a long time before anything resembling civilisation happened again. Last estimates she’d seen on the news was that it had infected over ninety percent of the population worldwide. Ten percent left to stay alive, re-build, kill the infected and move on? Humans were at extinction point.

      Many of the scientists and leading eggheads said humans were reaping what they’d sown. Nature had enough and was re-dressing the balance to keep the planet alive. Maybe it was, she didn’t know. All she knew was it was the end of the fucking world, and she’d found her soul mates. Sod’s law they'd all die horribly.

      “Don’t let Maddox catch you spacing out.”

      She jumped, almost dropping the binoculars.

      Q settled beside her and she pulled a face at him. “Sorry. I was miles away.”

      He winked at her, taking the binoculars. “It might be an idea to stay with it, next time. Like your hair, Shorty. Suits you.”

      “Thanks.” She turned facing the other way to make herself useful now she’d mucked up watch.

      “Where are we going now?” She spotted a squirrel and watched as it jumped from tree to tree.

      “Shrivenham, northwest of here.”

      “What’s there?”

      “Hopefully fuel.”

      “We’re running low?”

      “We will be by the time we get to Shrivenham. It’s a defence academy, should have some solid kit, and maybe even a few survivors.”

      “But they’d be military, right?” She leant her head on his shoulder, still watching the squirrel.

      “And civs hopefully.”

      “Do you think that’s… wise?”

      “Sarge’s put the wind up you, hasn’t he? Getting your hair cut.”

      “Just a bit. It hadn’t occurred before that not everyone will be nice.”

      “Lexi, sweetheart, not everyone was nice before the world ended. You were sheltered in your tiny village. But now it’s every man for himself, survival of the fittest. Even the nicest people will do whatever it takes to survive.”

      “Not you three, you aren’t like that.”

      “We can be. We will be. You, me, the Sarge, Howie. The only four people who mean anything. The fucking Badge could stand there, and I’d save the Sarge over him.”

      “Badge?”

      “Regimental Sergeant Major.”

      “So if we come across civilians or army, and they’re not nice people, we’ll leave?”

      “Did you sleep through yesterday? If was you that spotted the badger.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I guess so.”

      “Lexi, babe, don’t worry. Sarge has never let us down yet, and he won’t start now. He’s got our back, and we’ve got his. And we’ve all got yours.”

      “And all I can…” She stopped but didn’t lift her head. “Q, you shouldn’t see a flash of sunlight in the trees unless there was something to reflect it, would you?”

      “No, babe, you wouldn’t. Is it still reflecting?”

      “No, it was about three trees over from a squirrel I was watching.”

      “Okay. You’re going to get up, act normal, and get inside. Tell the Sarge.”

      “What will you do?”

      “Decide it’s a good time to slide inside this hatch in case I get sunburnt.”

      She sat up and patted him on the shoulder as if saying bye. As soon as her feet touched the ground, she was running into the building.

      “Flashing light in the trees. Q sent me in.”

      “E and E,” Maddox ordered.

      That was one term she knew, evacuate and evasion. She put on the camouflaged jacket they’d got her before crossing to her backpack. She hefted it onto her back, grabbed the camping stove, and made her way to the door, waiting for her next orders.

      Gunfire from outside made her jump and had Maddox and Howie moving at speed.

      “Lexi, back door. Make it casual but quick. Howie, cover her from the side. I’ll cover Q.”

      Her heart pounded in her chest. Evading the infected was completely different from evading living, thinking humans. She’d never thought she’d get to a point where humans scared her more than the infected. But here she was, running to the back of an armoured vehicle, and scared shitless.

      The sound of more firing had her scrambling into the back, her heart in her mouth. She turned as Howie jumped into the back, followed by Maddox.

      “Go!” Maddox ordered as he took his kit off and climbed through to the passenger seat.

      Q gunned the engine and moved forward. She was unbalanced, and the weight of her backpack sent her sprawling to the side. She knocked her head against the seat edge and curled into a ball, rubbing at the pain. Tears were threatening. The pain radiated through her skull.

      More gunfire came from where Howie was in the roof hatch, and she curled up tighter. Useless, she was fucking useless. A coward with a headache.

      “Lexi. More ammo,” Howie shouted down.

      She stumbled to her knees, shrugging off the backpack. She dragged another magazine from his kit and passed it up to him.

      “Thanks, babe.”

      She shuffled to lean between Q and Maddox. “What’s happening?”

      “Fucking hundreds of them,” Maddox muttered.

      “People?”

      “No, infected.”

      She saw them as Q finished speaking. He was right, there was a swarm, and more seemed to join from every angle.

      “The truck is attracting them.” She nibbled on her thumbnail. The truck was designed to cover all terrains, but she didn’t think it included bodies. “We can’t mow them down.”

      “We can, but we’d get caught up. Turn her Q.”

      “They’re all around us.”

      “Lockdown.” Maddox hit a button on the dashboard and funny metal plates with slots to see through covered the windscreen and door windows.

      Q turned off the engine, and they climbed into the back with her. Howie was securing the top hatch and a similar plate metal covered it, and then they were hunkering down.

      “What are we doing?” she whispered.

      “Waiting them out,” Q said, pulling her to lean against him between his legs. He wrapped his arms around her, and she leant her head on his shoulder.

      “Who fired first?” Maddox asked.

      “Someone in the trees. It was a set-up. Someone was dicking us, and they either knew the swarm was coming, or they led it to us.”

      “What’s dicking?” she murmured.

      The first bangs on the side of the truck made her jump. Q tightened his hold, and she held onto his arms, staring at the doors. The banging became thunderous, rocking the truck on its wheels. She whimpered and covered her ears with her hands, burying her face in her knees.

      “Dicking, or dicker is someone from the enemy spying on us.” Maddox’s voice was lowered, but his tone was normal as if nothing was happening. As if the infected weren’t trying to tear their way into them.

      “Who do we think?” Howie asked.

      “Gunfire was a standard single shot rifle, so at least four or five shots,” Q replied. “Missed the vehicle and me.”

      “Were they aiming at you or the swarm?” Howie asked.

      “Not the swarm. Shots fell short of the truck. They were aiming at the ground.”

      The banging grew in intensity right behind where they were sitting. The growls and grunts curdled her blood, and she rocked in Q’s arms, trying to block out the sound.

      Her hands were moved from her ears, and they slid a pair of ear-defenders over her head. It muffled the sounds, and she sighed. She didn’t lift her head from her knees but held up her thumb in thanks.

      Q shifted and curled around her, his mouth by her ear. He lifted the defender a little and whispered, “We’ll be okay, babe, we just wait them out.” He kissed the side of her neck and re-covered her ear.

      Just wait them out. For how long? And even if they did just wander off, they still had to deal with whoever set them up.
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      How she’d fallen asleep she’d never know. But when Q shook her awake, it was dark and quiet.

      “Drink this.” Maddox handed her a mug of tea, and she took it with thanks. Q took the one Howie held out to him.

      She sipped the hot tea, wrapping her hands around the black taped metal mug. They’d never asked her how she took her tea, or if she liked it. They’d handed her a ‘standard NATO brew’ as Howie called it and expected her to drink it. Now, four months later the sugar was absent from the brew, so was the milk for that matter. but it was hot, woke her up, and she wouldn’t knock it.

      “Have they gone?” she asked, warm and comfortable in Q’s arms.

      “The infected have,” he answered her. “They wandered off about an hour ago.”

      “But we’re still here.”

      “We are,” Maddox said. “We’re faced with three things. Carry on the way we were and drive straight into the swarm. Turn and go back, wasting time and petrol. Or three sit it out for a few days, hoping the swarm will disband enough for us to drive through.”

      “And what about the dicky?” she mumbled.

      Q snorted into his mug and Howie chuckled.

      She narrowed her eyes. “Well, it’s a stupid name, anyway. How on earth do you get from spy to… whatever it is?”

      “Being dicked,” Maddox supplied.

      “See? As far as I know, being dicked is what you three do to me on a not frequently enough basis.”

      Maddox laughed and drained his mug. “Getting back on track. We’ll do a recce.”

      Her stomach sank, and she swallowed. That was another term she knew. Reconnaissance

      “Isn’t it better to just sit tight and wait?”

      “Faint heart never won fair lady,” Howie said.

      “This lady is won, and besides, isn’t discretion the better part of valour?”

      “Touché,” Q murmured.

      “It isn’t so much who’s dicking us, but why,” Maddox said, putting his empty mug down and moving to look through the slots. “This truck is a valuable commodity to anyone. We’re a valuable commodity to anyone who could control us.”

      “Who could control you?” Lexi snorted. They were the most put together, hard as nails men she’d ever met. They didn’t surrender.

      “Anyone who had you,” Q said.

      She closed her eyes and breathed out through her nose. “No, no, you can’t do that. I can’t be the one you’d—”

      “Shut your trap,” Maddox barked. “None of that crap. Consider yourself press-ganged if you insist, but you are a recruit, Cornish, and if I have to treat you like one, so be it. Every man counts. If they had Howie or Q it would be the same. We never leave an oppo behind. End of.”

      “But I’m—”

      “Shut it,” Q whispered into her ear. “That’s the Sarge talking, not Maddox.”

      She clamped her lips together and closed her eyes.

      “You aren’t useless, Lexi, no matter what you think,” Q said. “Stop thinking you are. You’ll get us all killed.”

      “What? How can thinking get you killed?”

      “Because you’ll second guess orders,” Maddox answered and squatted in front of her. “I need to know whatever I ask you to do you’ll do it. That kind of obedience is instilled in basic training, which you haven’t had. But I expect it all the same. I know your weaknesses and your strengths. You’re braver and stronger than you think.”

      “You are only as strong as your weakest part,” she pointed out.

      “And our weakest part is pretty strong,” Howie said. “I’d love to see what you’d be like if you'd done basic training. You might think you’re a coward, but you've never let it stop you doing what we’ve asked of you.”

      “I think that ranks as stupidity,” she muttered.

      “Stupidity, courage… I don’t care what you call it, just keep it up,” Maddox said and peered out of the passenger window. “No more, Lexi. If I see it on your face again, as soon as we’re safe, I’ll make you drop and do twenty press-ups and that’s not a threat.”

      “Lex, are you scared?” asked Q.

      “Erm, yeah!” She picked at the black tape wound around her mug.

      “So are we.”

      She looked up at him in surprise. “You are? But you’re commando trained gunners. You’ve been all over and fought in wars.”

      “And we’ve been scared shitless every time. If you lose the fear you need to worry, because fear keeps you alive.”

      They weren’t stupid, they weren’t overly confident, and they got scared. But they got their shit together and didn’t show the fear. She needed to do the same.

      “Okay.” She nodded. “I can do this. I can be productive.”

      “You already are,” Q said, patting her leg to get her to move. “And you’ll be productive now.”

      “I will?”

      “Howie is taking the west side, Q is east, and I’m the middle. You will stay here, keep on the watch, and be ready to get us out of here if we need it,” Maddox said.

      “You mean drive.”

      “It’s a 6-speed automatic transmission. All you need to do is take off the brake, put her in drive and hit the accelerator.

      She’d never driven automatic, only a manual. She’d just need to remember there wasn’t a gear stick. Determined not to let them down she nodded.

      “You’ve got the three-sixty visual screens with night imagining on. Communications are working still; if you see anything, you let us know.”

      She knew how to operate the communications system—they’d shown her before—and, not for the first time, she was glad they’d taken this truck from their base.

      “Who do you think this is?” She looked at them.

      “I’m hoping it’s the idiots from the house,” Howie said. “We’ll take them out no problem.”

      “And if it’s not? Who else could it be?” she asked.

      “More idiots.” Maddox snorted. “Only a civvy would want to take this away from us. Military wouldn’t, they’d be aiming to join us not eliminate us.”

      Eliminate. It made her shudder. But it was why they'd used the swarm. Take them out and steal the truck.

      “They’ll be expecting you to leave the truck,” she said. “As soon as you open the doors, you’ll be sitting ducks.”

      “Unless they have night scopes, they’ll find it hard to see what we’re doing. But yes, they’ll expect the doors or hatches to open. But we’re going out a different way.” He winked at her. “Get your butt in that seat, keep it locked down, your jacket on, and your eyes open.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “About time, Sprog.”

      “Sprog?”

      “New recruit.” Q grinned at her, chewing on a piece of gum he’d taken from his pack. “Keep the fires burning, darling, I’ll be back for a shagging before you know it.”

      Despite herself, she couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled from her lips. They kissed her, and then she watched in fascination as they opened a hatch under the seats she hadn’t seen before. The seats weren’t connected to the floor but suspended from the roof either side of the truck, and it gave them room to slide under and disappear. The hatch closed, and she turned to the three screens on the dashboard. Their uniforms gave off a little heat signature, and she saw them come into sight. A few hand signals that meant nothing to her and they disappeared into the trees. Ghosts. They were like ghosts, there and then not there. They just better not turn into ghosts or she’d kill them. Again.

      Watching was nerve-racking and straining on her eyes. She was scared to blink at first in case she missed something. But there were no signs of any life in the trees, not even animals or owls. Just eerie grey trees surrounded in deep black.

      It was so still she had the horrible thought someone had covered the cameras with pictures. How they’d do that, she wasn’t sure, but she couldn’t forget it. Moving one of the surveillance cameras she breathed out when the screen changed with it. A picture couldn’t do that.

      It seemed like hours she sat there glued to the screens, watching, and waiting. The need to pee arrived, and she cursed herself, not daring to move to relieve herself. As each minute passed, she grew more concerned.

      A glance at the digital clock showed they'd been gone three hours and worry turned to fear. In three hours, they could walk twelves miles wearing four stone in extra weight. But all they were doing here was looking over the slope into the forest ten yards away.

      “Hello.” She pressed the talk button on the communications unit as Maddox had shown her. There was no reply, and she tried again.

      “Hello, can you hear me? Where are you?”

      They wouldn’t mess with her and worry turned to fear. “C’mon, guys, are you there? I need to pee real bad.”

      The sound of static came through, and she knew someone had heard her. By the lack of reply, it wasn't her gunners.

      “Guys? Come on! That’s enough now.”

      It wasn’t them, but she didn’t know how else to handle it. She couldn't give the game away as she struggled to think of what to do.

      “Shit. Okay, well how about this: fuck you. And thanks for the truck. Sprog out.”

      She had no idea if they could hear her but hoped the word Sprog would tell them it was a bluff.

      Someone had caught them. And she had no idea what to do.
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      She couldn’t panic. If she did, they'd all be dead. She couldn’t leave the vehicle, and she didn’t even know where they were. It all looked the same to her after the first hundred miles of back roads, with mostly hedges either side.

      Keeping one eye on the screens, she pulled the waterproof map down they used. It had lots of red lines, squiggles, and other things that made no sense to her. But at its core, it was just a map, and she’d paid enough attention in geography to learn how to read one. She found their current position, discovering the red squiggles were the course Maddox had plotted.

      They were on the edge of a large forest controlled by the Forestry Commission. They’d have tracks leading through the forest for maintenance. If she could find where she was, she could work from there.

      Between watching the screens and keeping her finger on the map, it took her a while to find the symbol denoting the telephone exchange.

      Propping the map on the dashboard, she started the truck and then let it idle as she watched the screens. The undergrowth on the last screen moved, and she held her breath. It could be them coming back. God, she hoped it was.

      An eternity passed, and a fox trotted out, sniffing the ground. She lost the air in her lungs, sinking into her seat. Where the hell were they?

      Something had to be keeping them from her. Or someone. Which meant they’d either been outnumbered, or they’d been taken by surprise. She hadn’t heard any gunfire, which could be a good thing or a bad thing. But she couldn’t stay here any longer.

      And she really needed to pee.

      Her only option was the hatch in the floor, and if the thought wasn’t great, the experience was worse. Back in her seat, she checked the screens and was satisfied nothing had crept out of the trees whilst she was relieving herself. Putting the truck into drive, she took off the handbrake and shot forward. She yelped. not able to see anything for the metal covers over the windscreen. Putting the brake on, she breathed in and out to ten. Her hands shook and sweat ran down her back.

      She pushed the release on the lockdown and the metal screens shifted upwards. Unable to see still it took her a few seconds before she realised why. Feeling like a colossal idiot, she switched on the headlights, and the windscreen wipers worked instead.

      “Bloody hell!” She tried again, and the lights came on, illuminating a good portion of the area. She checked the screens and then the map before pulling off again.

      The truck had a top speed of eighty-two mph, but she didn’t go above ten as she bumped and swerved her way down the dirt track and into the forest. Using the dash compass, she drove until she found a track that would lead her back uphill in the right direction. The engine was screaming, but any faster and she was scared of losing control. Especially as the hill became steeper. Images of flipping over backwards filled her head, and she clenched the wheel, peering into the night. The track swept around along the side of the incline instead of straight up and she relaxed a little. Trying to keep her eyes on the screens and the track she almost ran off the road. Abandoning the screens, she'd have to rely on what she could see through the windows.

      A few infected were attracted by the engine and she was gaining a following, but there was nothing she could do.

      With no sign of her gunners, panic had her swearing, terrified she wouldn’t find them. What would she do then? She’d just keep going around in circles till the fuel was gone and she was a skeleton. She would not leave them. Ever.

      “You. In the truck. Stop!”

      The voice echoed through the communications unit making her scream and shoot forward a little faster. She jammed on the brakes and stalled the engine. She started it again, her hands shaking as she tried to see who’d spoken. Eight men appeared from the forest edges. Dressed in the old green camouflage, she guessed they were hunters, rather than the army. And when three more men pushed her men forward, hands tied behind their backs and guns to their heads, her heart sank, and her stomach cramped.

      Static crackled over the communications unit. “Unlock the door and come out with your hands above your head.”

      Guessing it was the leader, she peered at the men looking for the one who was using the headset. She spotted him in the middle of the group.

      The lives of the three people she loved were in her hands, and it made her sweat. She had to think of something, had to do something. And it wasn’t surrender. Maddox would kill her.

      “Why?” She stalled for time, racking her brain for something to use as a bargaining tool. Maybe they’d take weapons in exchange? No, it wasn’t just weapons they wanted, it was the truck. Not that they’d fit eleven men in it, but it was a boon to whoever got to ride in it.

      “What the fuck do you mean ‘why’? You dumb bitch.” The leader stepped forward.

      Maddox must have said something because the man cracked him across the head with his gun. Maddox staggered before going to his knees.

      It was her Hulk moment. Her fear morphed into anger and lodged in her chest.

      “I mean—arse wipe—why would I give up this truck to you?”

      “We’ve got your men.” He made a gesture as if she was mad.

      “No, you don’t.” She drew a deep breath and gave her mouth free rein. “They've used me in exchange for their protection. But I’ve got their truck now, so why would I give that up?”

      He hadn’t expected that and turned to someone behind him. She wondered if that was the true leader.

      "And yet, here you are trying to save them."

      Shit.

      "Actually, I got turned around. I thought this led to the main road."

      “So you won’t mind if we off one.” He motioned for one to be brought forward, and she saw Q being shoved to his knees beside the man. Blood trickled down his face, and her anger hardened into steel.

      A movement on the screen caught her attention, and she saw her following was catching up. A ridiculously dangerous idea popped into her head, and she made a quick decision.

      “All right, all right. Keep your hair on. I fancy my chances with them more than you. No disrespect."

      "None taken, princess. Out you get."

      She hit the switch that would broadcast it over the speaker. “Just hang on. I have to get my shit together. I’ve got stuff here I don’t want to lose. This thing is like a sardine time. No disrespect, but you aren't all fitting in here. Some of you are just going to have to run behind.” She laughed, trying to make it sound unhinged. "I hope you can run faster than the infected." She laughed again, watching as the infected grew closer coming up behind. With the lights from the truck, she hoped it would blind them from seeing the infected until it was too late. But they were noisy, and she had to make noise to cover it.

      She turned the full beam on, blinding the men. "Oops, now how did I do that?"

      "Turn off the lights!"

      "I'm trying!" She set the windscreen wipers going. "This thing has more levers than a normal car. And it just refuses to go into second gear, might have to double the clutch. Oh, you can't, it's automatic. Do you know how to drive an automatic?" She leant on the horn and got ready to unlock the doors.

      Her following—excited by more noise—arrived, and confusion reigned for a few seconds, and then it was ‘every man for himself’ as Maddox had predicted. Several infected were coming out of the trees, and a few banged on the doors to get to her. She stopped the horn, and the infected ignored the truck for the shouting and gunfire. Howie and Maddox dragged Q up. Darting through the chaos, they reached the truck.

      Howie got there the quickest, and she hit the door release. The passenger door opened, and they scrambled in. An infected was clinging to the back of Maddox’s jacket, trying to drag him out. She grabbed the blade from her side, and clambering over Howie, she stuck the blade into the eye. It didn’t go deep and did no damage to the brain, but it was enough to make him let go for a second. Maddox kicked it off, struggled in and slammed the door.

      “Get us out of here, Lexi,” Maddox ordered.

      She scrambled back into the seat and put her foot on the accelerator, wincing as she drove over fallen bodies. Maddox scrambled into the back, and she figured he’d cut his ties. Shaking hard, she swerved all over the place, unable to keep the truck straight. Adrenaline thrummed through her, but so did the need to be sick.

      “Breathe, babe.” Howie was beside her, leaning forward to let Maddox cut the ropes now he was free. “You’re doing fantastic. Stop, leave it running, and we’ll swap out, yes?”

      “Yes, please.” She couldn’t stop shaking, and the cold sweat breaking out told her she’d vomit. She dragged in deep breaths, trying to ease the feeling.

      Howie swapped out with her, and she scrambled into the back grabbed an empty carrier bag and threw up.

      Q patted her head as he climbed over her to get to the hatch with Maddox. She heard them firing as she continued to vomit. They were probably picking off the men they saw as well as the infected. It was just a matter of priorities, and they had theirs right.
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      Howie didn’t stop until they were well on their way to Shrivenham. Lexi didn’t stop throwing up until Maddox got an anti-sickness tablet down her throat. It worked, but it also knocked her out, and she didn’t know a thing till long after they’d re-fuelled at an abandoned Shrivenham. They’d stopped at a greasy spoon cafe, taken care of the infected inside, and decided they’d stay in the truck that night but park there.

      She’d woken to the smell of tinned curry, her stomach rumbling. She was disorientated at first, but a look at their bruised faces and it came tumbling back.

      “God, I thought I’d lost you.” She covered her mouth with her hand. “You are real, aren’t you? Not ghosts?”

      “Real as they come, sugar,” Howie said, but there was none of his usual humour lacing his voice.

      “What’s wrong? Are you hurt? Badly hurt? Did one of them get you?”

      Maddox shook his head and looked her straight in her eyes. “Lexi, we’d be dead if it hadn’t been for you.”

      “Well, let’s be honest. You probably wouldn’t have been there if it wasn’t for me—”

      “Shut the fuck up!” Maddox banged his tin down, and she jumped. “You just single-handedly saved our sorry arses. Don’t you dare dumb that down!”

      She took the curry Q offered her. Maddox was pissed, but she was starving and moaned as she ate her first mouthful.

      “We were caught out by the oldest trick in the book.” Howie grunted, unimpressed with himself. “We walked straight into traps. They must have hunted there regularly before the shit hit the fan. They knew that forest like the back of their hands. We didn’t last twenty minutes.”

      “But it was three hours before they contacted me.”

      “They were arguing amongst themselves about you and the truck. They weren’t united. It was the one saving grace we planned to use against them,” Maddox added. “But then we heard them talk to you. Heard you get ballsy. Good call with the Sprog.” He winked at her. “I am so fucking proud of you, Private.”

      “Private?” Q chuckled. “I reckon she deserves a promotion. Fucking brilliant plan.”

      “Corporal Cornish it is,” Maddox said, and she grinned.

      Warmth swept through her. She had saved them. She wasn’t useless, she’d cobbled together a plan, sort of. “I ought to admit that I didn’t actually plan it. When he threatened you, I saw my following in the screens and hoped it wasn’t suicidal.”

      “It wasn’t, it was inspired, and it was still a plan. A plan worked on the fly is still a plan,” Howie acknowledged.

      “He’s right,” Maddox agreed. “In fact, it’s a testament to good reasoning skills.”

      She grinned and punched the air. “I’m a corporal. Does that mean I get to order you all around?”

      Three bland faces looked at her, and she laughed. “Oh, your faces.”

      “Eat your curry, Shorty. We’ve got something for you before you go to sleep.”

      “Yeah? Can I eat it?”

      Howie choked on a mouthful of curry, and Q banged his back not very helpfully.

      She rose, and he held up his hand, his eyes streaming, but filled with humour as he coughed and spluttered.

      “No, you can’t eat it,” Maddox deadpanned.

      She tucked into her curry. Surviving was more than just staying alive. It was having a reason to stay alive, and her reasons weren’t only sitting opposite her. No, she was a reason to stay alive. She’d always be their weakest link, but that didn’t mean she was useless or a liability. She’d grow stronger every day, learn from them, and create a new world with them. One worth living in.
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      “It’s your corporal insignia. You’ve leap-frogged lance bombardier,” Howie said as she studied the two chevrons they’d drawn in marker pen on the arm of her jacket.

      “What’s next?”

      “Sergeant.” Maddox tapped his three chevrons on his breast pocket.

      “And then?”

      “Staff sergeant. Three chevrons and a crown above it,” Q drawled, checking the screens before coming into the back.

      “So that’s the one I need to aim for,” she said, stroking the chevrons. It touched her they’d done this. It wasn’t official if there was even an official army left, but it told her they regarded her as an equal. Or at least in brains, she was equal. Physically, she’d never get to their level, but that didn’t matter.

      “I don’t think I should ask, but why staff sergeant?” asked Maddox.

      “So I can tell you what to do.”

      “Is that so, Corporal?” Maddox's eyebrow arched.

      Maybe she'd poked the bear too much. But with any luck, she’d get poked back.

      “Initiation, Sarge?” Q asked, smirking at her.

      “Oh, that’s long overdue,” he replied.

      “Initiation?”

      “You missed your initiation as a recruit, so it’s only fair you get it now.”

      “And what does it entail? Because if there’s any running around naked, greased and covered in chicken feathers? Thanks, but no thanks.”

      “She got one word right.” Q took the jacket from her hands and threw it onto the front seats.

      “I did? Which one?” Her stomach flipped at the way they were watching her. “Running? Also not happening.”

      “Howie, what’s the best way to stop a girl from talking?”

      “In my limited experience, I’d say put something in her mouth.”

      Her cheeks flooded with heat and her stomach flipped again.

      “Good idea, but this is her initiation, not ours.”

      Maddox’s words confused her.

      “A gag?” Q offered.

      “She is rather loud when she comes, isn’t she?” Maddox mused.

      The three of them were discussing her as if she wasn’t there, and they were doing it deliberately. She folded her arms and faked a yawn. “I’m beat, I think sleep is the only initiation I need at present.”

      “Gag it is,” Maddox said, and she gasped, catching his gaze. “Cloth or our hands?”

      She swallowed as lust flipped through her. Her toes curled in her boots, and she shifted on the seat. A movement that was seen by them.

      “Choose.” Maddox’s voice was honey over chocolate, and she melted into the seat, turned on.

      “Either,” she whispered.

      “You will follow orders, Corporal. If you follow them to a satisfactory level, you’ll be rewarded. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.”

      “Yes?”

      Shit, she never knew that would turn her on either. “Yes, sir.”

      “Not even Shorty can stand up in here,” Q said.

      She sent him a narrowed eyed look. She may be several inches shorter than them, but she wasn’t a dwarf either.

      “Bilbo Baggins would bang his head in here,” she said.

      Maddox shook his head. “I wish you’d been under me in basics, such a sassy mouth.”

      “I wish I was under you too, but all you’re doing is talking.”

      Howie hooted with laughter and high-fived Q over Maddox’s head.

      “On your knees, Cornish,” Maddox barked.

      “Finally.” She sank to her knees in front of them and folded her arms.

      “Unfold those arms,” Q ordered, and she looked at him.

      “Oy, we’re the same rank, you can’t order me around”—she looked at Maddox—“can he?”

      “Yes, they both outrank you in order.” Maddox smiled, and it was just short of devilish. “They have longer service than you. Obey him, Cornish.”

      She unfolded her arms, so turned on her knickers were soaked, and they hadn’t even touched her yet.

      “Take off your kit, one piece at a time,” Maddox ordered.

      “Yes, sir.” Her voice was husky, and she heard Howie groan as he palmed himself.

      With shaky fingers, she undid her buttons, pushing the shirt off her shoulders and leaving her in the standard vest. She pulled it off and dropped it onto the floor.

      “Keep going,” Maddox ordered.

      She undid her trousers before undoing her bra and letting it fall to the floor.

      “Fucking perfect,” Q breathed out as if praying.

      She pulled her trousers to her knees and sat on the seat to kick them off. Going to her knees, she tucked her fingers into the sides of her knickers and stopped.

      Her breathing hitched at their visible reaction to her. “Aren’t you a tad over-dressed?” she asked, eyeing Q as he rubbed the bulge in his trousers.

      “It’s not our initiation,” Maddox said, his gaze focused on her breasts.

      “Is there a reason you’re disobeying a direct order?” Howie asked. “Get them off.”

      She couldn’t stop the moan leaving her lips, and her cheeks heated. If they hadn’t already guessed, they’d know now orders turned her on.

      She tugged her knickers to her knees and drew them off. A wave of uncertainty had her covering her breasts and between her legs.

      “You can stop this anytime you want,” Q whispered, going to his knees beside her. “Permission to arouse the recruit, sir?”

      “Granted. Don’t let her come.”

      Lexi clamped her thighs together, throbbing at his words.

      “She likes it,” Howie murmured, his eyes roving over her.

      “She loves it,” Maddox corrected him. “Almost as much as we love her.”

      “And I fucking love you,” Q whispered before sticking his tongue into her ear and making her squeal with laughter.

      He gripped her around the waist and buried his face in her neck. “Spread those beautiful thighs, gorgeous.”

      She did as he asked and cried out as he cupped her.

      “Fuck, so fucking wet.” He groaned, massaging her slick folds until she was clinging to his arm, trying to get more stimulation from him.

      “Show us,” Howie said; his tone was husky and thick with lust.

      Q drew his hand out, and Howie knelt, leaning to get a better look. It sent a strange sensation through her. There was no fear. She trusted them with her life, but it was still… she had no name for it. And then Howie stuck his tongue into her, and she almost convulsed on the spot.

      “Don’t make her come.” Maddox’s voice was dark with lust.

      She dragged open her heavy eyelids to see he was stroking his hard cock, his eyes on her face. He held her gaze and winked at her.

      She tried to keep her eyes open, but Howie’s tongue was drifting up and down her folds and it was sending every nerve into tight coils of need.

      “Hey, my turn.” Q tapped him, and they swapped out. Howie kissed her, and she could taste herself on him. It wasn’t her favourite taste, but she didn’t care.

      Q worked her to the edge with his tongue before easing her back repeatedly.

      Sweat dripped down her, and her head went back as Howie worked down her throat to her breasts. She cried out as he bit her nipple and a hand slid over her mouth. Her eyes flew open, and she saw Maddox sitting beside her, one hand on her mouth, the other on his cock.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” Q sat back and undid his trousers. “So fucking hard it hurts.”

      Howie thrust a finger into her, and the scream that left her mouth was muffled behind Maddox’s palm.

      “What do you want?” Maddox’s voice was in her ear, slinking through her veins like thick honey. “Do you want to fuck Q?”

      “Yes!”

      “Make him come, Lexi, but don’t come yourself. Understand?”

      “I can’t… I can’t… I need…”

      “You can. Straddle him.”

      Howie must have been listening because he helped Q position her on his lap, and she sank onto him. Her need was relentless, and she held still, her face in his shoulder. If she moved, or if he did, she’d come.

      “Shh.” He kissed the side of her head, stroking her back. “It’s okay, it’ll be worth it, baby, we promise.”

      “It’s already worth it,” she grumbled, as her need eased a little.

      “Just wait and see,” Howie promised her and kissed her shoulder. “Ride him, Lex.” He put his hands on her hips and lifted her. She cried out and her body took over, even as her mind tried hard to keep up. Her hands went to his shoulders as Maddox moved in behind her.

      “It’s clean,” he murmured into her ear and tapped her chin. She opened her mouth and let him put the handkerchief in, tying it behind her head. “Ride him, Lexi.”

      She looked into Q’s eyes and saw the lust tempered with love. His hands went to her hips, and she rocked on him. Her own lust was undeniable, but the need to see him come apart under her was overwhelming. She moved faster, holding his gaze, her moans muffled in the gag.

      He was close, she could see it. But so was she, and Maddox knew it.

      His hot breath washed over her ear, “Do not come—that is an order.”

      She was struggling to breathe, and shook her head, lifting her hand to the gag.

      He removed it straight away, and she sucked in air, grinding down on Q. He growled and went rigid as his release took him.

      Shifting, she tried to get to the edge and fall with him, but Maddox distracted her by tickling her sides.

      Q lifted her and removed the condom she hadn’t even known he’d put on. It was sobering to know they turned her on so much she forgot basic protection.

      “I didn’t think,” she murmured as he secured the end and hid it under the seat to dispose of later.

      “We protect you,” Maddox murmured. “Besides, we discussed this while you were asleep, and Howie got the condoms ready in the hopes this would happen.”

      “Oh.” She was turned on, but the urgency was waning.

      “Why are we talking?” Howie asked. “She deserves her reward, and I really need to come watching her.”

      Maddox laughed, and it was husky with desire. “Quite right, Howie. Shall we?”

      The smile Howie gave her was nothing short of wicked, and when Q shuffled into view, she knew she was in trouble. The best kind of trouble.

      Howie laid out a sleeping bag and helped her lie on her back. It was cramped in the truck, but it didn’t stop them. Q sat by her head, his hands on her shoulders.

      “Why does this look like you’re about to put my shoulder back into joint?” she asked as Howie gripped her ankles and spread her legs.

      “Much more pleasurable.” Maddox had something in his hand that caused her to do a double-take.

      “Is that… what is that?”

      “It’s a”—he picked up the box beside him—“a Rabbit 2000. Last one on the shelf in the chemist.”

      “A rabbit… oh, fuck!” Her back arched as he gave her no warning before switching it on and placing it above her clit before removing it straight away.

      “If it gets too much on your clit, say. Not all women are hot on it.” Howie looked at Q. “That’s right, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, according to the mag anyway.”

      “Gentlemen, less talk, more concentration.” Maddox husked. “It’s not you I want to hear.”

      She giggled, partly from nerves, but then he placed it back onto her sensitive skin, and she jerked, crying out.

      “Your reaction is promising,” Maddox murmured and trailed the end down her folds slowly before pushing it inside her inch by inch.

      It drove her insane; her internal muscles clenched and unclenched around it as he pushed it in and out of her. The vibrations were almost too much, and when he angled it and something connected with her clit, she was almost howling.

      Howie moved between her legs, and he let go of her ankles. She tried to close her legs against the intensity, but he was in the way. She tried to see what he was doing, but a flick of Maddox’s wrist, and she was slumping back in silent pleasure. Sweat covered her, and she was so close, so damn close. She clenched her butt cheeks, and it pulled it deeper inside. He upped the vibration. She did howl as it pushed her over the edge of oblivion. It was an off the charts, sky high, heart-stopping orgasm that sent her blind, deaf, and into spirals of intense pleasure. Pleasure that was showing no signs of easing off. She was panting, clutching Q’s hands, her body arching into a bow as Maddox used it to tease another orgasm from her until she was sobbing and begging for him to stop.

      He lowered the vibrations, bringing her down, and with one swipe of the tip across her folds, he switched it off.

      “Fuck me,” Howie breathed out. “She’s a fucking goddess.”

      Her heart rate slowed as Q stroked her hair with one hand, holding her hands with his other.

      She felt sticky in places that shouldn’t be sticky, and when she lifted her heavy head, she saw where Howie and Maddox had come on her.

      She slumped back, too exhausted to worry about cleaning up now.

      “You know we love you, don’t you?” Maddox’s face appeared in her line of sight. She felt Howie wiping her skin, and she smiled at Maddox.

      “I love you all too.”

      He kissed her nose. “We’re keeping the rabbit.”

      “It’s going to need a name,” Q said, still stroking her head, his fingers working over the short strands of her hair.

      “Slayer?” Howie suggested.

      “That is a good name,” she said, trying to catch her breath as aftershocks still rippled through her.

      “Slayer it is.” Maddox kissed her again. “Go to sleep, Corporal Cornish. You’re safe with us.”

      “And we’re safe, because of you.” Q bent his head and kissed her forehead. “Love you, babe.”

      “We’re a fucking good team.” Howie came into view and kissed her before covering her with a blanket.

      “We’re making our way to Durnby starting first light,” Maddox said. “If we only stop for fuel, we’ll be there day after tomorrow. No more stops for anything except fuel.”

      “And to make love,” she mumbled, making them laugh.

      Howie lifted her head, and Q slid a pillow under her. She snuggled down, happier than she’d ever been.

      And wasn’t it ironic that it took the end of the world to get her there?
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      Lunch time found Lily sitting at the only empty table in the canteen. Her new map had got her there much more quickly than if she had tried to find it before they’d adjusted it for her. It was accurately drawn, and for that she was thankful.

      “You called my name.”

      A boy, about her age, was standing by the table, a tray of food in his hands. He was looking at her expectantly, his head tilted slightly to the side. A pair of wire rimmed glasses sat on his long, straight nose. The bluest eyes Lily had ever seen were behind those glasses, watching her intently. His face was thin, angular, and his cheekbones were pretty hot for a guy. No amount of sucking in her cheeks would give her cheekbones quite like that. His lips pursed slightly, and Lily realised she’d been staring at him. But in her defence, he was gorgeous.

      “What?” she asked him, not remembering what he had said to her. Did he want to sit with her? She could go with that.

      “I said, you called me; you called my name,” he repeated himself. He held an air of authority that made her think he might be on the staff, rather than one of the students. He could be a classroom aide and just look younger than he was.

      “I didn’t call you.” She frowned and looked around her. The students at the other tables were paying no attention to either of them, more interested in their own conversations.

      “Yes, you did.” He spoke clearly as if there was no doubt in the matter. “I heard you.”

      “Hey, Nate! Who’ve you found?” Another boy came over, balancing his own tray in one hand whilst carrying a stack of books in the other. He was about the same age, with dirty blonde hair that looked as if he’d run his hands through it several times. It stuck up at odd angles, the front pushed to one side to stop it falling into his eyes. His eyes were a whiskey brown, warm and filled with a spark of friendliness that had her smiling without even realising it. His face was rounder than his friend’s, but he was just as good looking. He was taller by an inch, but he was slightly slouched as he came to a stop beside the boy. She realised that they were both students.

      “She called my name,” Nate said, not taking his eyes from her.

      “No, I didn’t,” Lily repeated herself firmly. “It must have been someone else, because it wasn’t me. I’m new here, and I don’t even know your name.”

      “You can call my name,” the other boy said with a wide grin. He plopped into the seat opposite her.

      “Matthew.” Nate’s voice held a tone of censure that Lily didn’t understand.

      “What?” He sent the other boy a wave of his fingers in dismissal and concentrated on Lily again. “You’re beautiful, aren’t you? And new. You have to be new here, or we’d be dating already.”

      Lily snorted with laughter at his words. A few boys had flirted with her before, but nothing serious, just hand holding and end of year dance dates. She’d only been kissed once. Jimmy Price had asked her to the end of year dance in Brighton and stolen a kiss as he dropped her home. The lack of feelings it produced in her left her wholly unimpressed. They’d moved the following week anyway, so she never saw him again, and it didn’t upset her.

      Nate sighed heavily and sat down next to his friend, setting his tray on the table.

      “Matt, are you seriously going to hit on her straight away?”

      “You snooze, you lose, Nate. You’ve been here for a good couple of minutes, and you haven’t even got the lovely lady’s name.” He looked at me. “Which is?”

      “Lily Adair.”

      “Welcome to Heathview College, Lily Adair. So, you want to ask me on a date?” Humour shone in his eyes as he grinned at her. “Because I won’t say no if you do.”

      “No, she doesn’t,” Nate answered before Lily could even open her mouth.

      “Don’t answer for my girl,” Matt said, and stole a chip from her plate. Lily looked at his plate, he’d taken the lasagne option with no chips.

      “She’s not your girl,” Nate said with a smirk. “She hasn’t asked you yet.”

      “I probably won’t either.” She knew they were only teasing her, there was no way he could be serious about dating her. He didn’t know her at all.

      “Told you so,” Nate said, opening his can of Coke and taking a sip. She knew he was watching her closely, but she refused to be intimidated by his intense stare.

      “She said probably, Nate. And probably means yes in my language.”

      “That’s because you don’t speak English, Matt,” Nate replied smoothly, making Lily laugh.

      Matt took another chip from her plate and she sent him a stern look, but he just winked at her and ate it.

      “I’ll share my lasagne,” he said, after swallowing the chip. The lasagne was shining with grease, and Lily shook her head, grimacing.

      “Yeah, it’s a toss-up between which food item will kill you quicker,” Matt said, poking at his lasagne. “Anyway, where were we? Oh, yes. I know where this is going. You’re holding out for me to ask you instead, aren’t you?”

      “She’s not holding out on you, and if she should date either of us, it should be me as it was my name she called,” Nate pointed out. There was something in his eyes that sent a shiver down her back. There was a calculating look in them that told her he was not as easy-going as he appeared. He was measuring her up, but what he thought of her she couldn’t guess.

      “I didn’t call your name! It was someone else, or maybe you need to get your hearing checked.” She saw his eyebrows lift slightly. He opened his mouth to reply, but before he could say anything Matt spoke up.

      “So, what brings you to our humble little town? Apart from summer tourists, we don’t get many people coming here.”

      “My mum has a job here,” Lily said, and decided to concentrate only on Matt and not worry about what his slightly strange, but admittedly gorgeous, friend thought.

      “Cool. What does she do?”

      “She’s an artist, she’s been commissioned to do a painting of someone’s house.”

      Matt’s head went back, and she saw him send Nate a quick look before he was beaming back at her.

      “I know who you are! It’s my parents who’ve commissioned her.”

      “Crowder Manor?”

      He jumped to his feet, almost sending his books to the floor, but Nate’s quick reflexes saved them.

      “Matthew Crowder, at your service!” He executed a small bow and then sat back down. “See? Now it’s fate. We’re going to date because fate has brought us together.”

      “I think it was more the advance payment to be honest. I’m not a big believer in fate.”

      “No?” Matt tilted his head, his whiskey eyes still playful. “Now that’s a shame. Here, let me read your palm for you.” He held out his hand to her.

      “It’s a ploy to get you to hold his hand.” Nate shook his head.

      “One that worked,” Lily replied and extended her hand to Matt’s, palm upwards. His long fingers caught hers, and it hit her like a bolt of lightning. It hammered into her head, taking over every nerve in her body. She felt her eyes roll back in her head, completely unable to stop herself from jerking backwards, taking the tray with her....

      

      If you want to read more follow this link: https://www.books2read.com/lily
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      The country song cuts off mid-bar, fading to a news broadcast. Yawning, I reach over and mess with the dial until I find another station playing an upbeat song. I roll down the car window, letting the cool, late summer breeze into my truck to blow away my drowsiness. After driving for the last ten hours straight, with only one stop, I’m beyond tired. I could have flown home, but I was trying to waste some time. The flight only took two hours and the drive fourteen. Not that I don’t love my family, I do, but my father can be a bit...much.

      He’s what people call a ‘prepper,’ and I was raised to believe the world could end at any time, a hard way to live as a kid. As children, we were drilled in survival skills, bomb drills, and even alien landings. He still does it, but his rants and conspiracies have gotten worse and worse until pretty much everyone, including my mother, thinks he’s a little bit insane. It makes for a fun reunion, cue sarcasm, but I have no choice. I haven’t seen them in over a year. I keep making excuses, saying my job kept me busy, which it did, but in reality, it was all just excuses. I hate going home, it only reminds me of why I left in the first place.

      Sighing and pushing past the depressing thoughts of the looming weekend, I lean my arm out of the window, playing in the wind with my fingers.

      The station I’m listening to crackles again and the song cuts off mid-beat once more. Frowning, I look down at the old radio, then glance up at the empty stretch of country road I’m on before leaning over and messing with the dial. A beep sounds on the current station and I freeze as a message blurts across the system.

      “This is an Emergency Action Notification. We interrupt our programming at the request of the White House. All normal programming has been discontinued during this emergency. This is a national emergency. Listen closely, important instructions to follow.” A higher pitched, longer beep sounds as my heart starts to pound. This is a joke, right? Stopping the car, I pull on the handbrake and turn up the volume on the radio. “This is not a test of the Emergency Alert System. The broadcasters of your area, in voluntary cooperation with the White House and FCC, will remain on air providing news and information to the public in assigned areas. Do not use your telephone. The telephone lines should be kept open for emergency use. The following message is transmitted in accordance with the United States government. A series of devastating nuclear attacks have occurred, starting at eleven AM today. Ten nuclear attacks have detonated in various locations across the country, with more anticipated. Locations affected so far are: Los Angeles, Las Vegas, Detroit, New York City, Pennsylvania, San Francisco, Seattle, San Diego, and Washington DC. At this time, residents within a four hundred mile radius of any of the affected areas should seek a fallout shelter. More attacks are expected, take shelter immediately. Do not attempt to escape the blasts or the fallout. Prolonged exposure to the radiation will result in certain death. Make sure you have food, water, and a battery operated radio. Do not exit the shelter until news has been given that it’s safe. The president will be speaking shortly. Stand by for further instructions.”

      A beep sounds as the automated voice begins again. With shaky hands I reach over and flip stations, searching, but the same message is broadcasted on every single one. Grabbing my phone from the cup holder, I see the alert on my phone.

      It’s real.

      Shock settles in as I sit in my idle truck in the middle of the empty road. When my phone starts ringing, I almost drop it before juggling it and sliding to accept the call. My dad’s panicked voice screams down the phone.

      “Where are you? Get to safety Toni! Now!” he shouts.

      “Daddy, Daddy!” I scream, tears forming in my eyes.

      “It’s going to be okay baby, are you close enough to get here?” he asks, his voice high and worried.

      “No, no, I’m still three hours out,” I gasp.

      “They are coming baby, get food and water, and get somewhere safe. A basement, the lowest floor in a safe building. Do it now, do not look at the blast and do not leave for anything. You know what to look for, you know what to do—” The signal starts cutting in and out and I hold the phone tighter, tears streaming down my face.

      “Daddy? Daddy! I’m scared!” I cry, sniffing hard.

      “I—” Static. “Proud—Love you.”

      The phone goes dead and I pull it away to see the signal is gone. Screaming, I throw it to the passenger’s seat and grasp the wheel, trying to breathe deep. He’s right, I know what to do. He told me time and time again, we have ran through scenarios. I can do this.

      The car rocks from side to side and I scream. Opening the door quickly, I jump from it so I don’t get hurt, and I stand in the middle of the road as a bright light starts in the distance. Covering my eyes, I fall to the ground as the whole world seems to quake. Heat burns at my exposed skin as I curl to protect myself, screaming into my arms as I wait it out until the moving stops. Glancing up, I stare open-mouthed as I get to my feet.

      A mushroom cloud appears in the distance, extending in the air as far as the eye can see. Everything seems to stop, nothing moves before it explodes outward.

      Heat rushes past everything in a wave, the wind streaming past me as I cower on the ground again. Breathing deep, snot dripping from my nose, I count to myself.

      “One, the bomb. Two, the after. Three, shelter. Four, the fallout.”

      When everything goes still again, I climb to my feet.

      I need to get to safety. The bomb might have dropped, but it’s the days after that will be the worst….
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      Gripping the wheel, I race along the road I was traveling on before the blast. I passed a small town not ten miles back, I can make it there, get some supplies, and find somewhere to hunker down. Repeating the plan in my head is the only thing that’s keeping me calm. Ignoring the shaking in my limbs and the sick feeling in my stomach, I keep my eyes ahead, not looking back at the blast.

      When the sign welcoming me to Springs marks the turn off, I breathe deeper, then turn the wheel and drive straight onto the main street. A few shops line each side, as does a sheriff's department and fire station. Other than that it’s empty, and I don’t just mean the buildings. There isn’t a soul in sight.

      Empty, with abandoned cars lining the road and a few bikes still tied up. There is even a truck still running, waiting at the end of the road with no one inside. Slowing down so I don’t hit any of them, I park outside of the small supermarket and inhale, trying to calm my breathing.

      When it’s slowed down, I set a timer on my watch. I need to find somewhere to shelter within the next thirty minutes, before the fallout hits, which means I have around ten minutes to get in and out. Reaching over, I pull open the glove compartment, hesitating over the pistol stashed there. I never thought I would need this, but it’s better to be safe than sorry.

      Checking the safety, I slide out of the car, shutting the door behind me and keeping the pistol in hand as I make my way to the shop. The glass sliding door, proudly declaring it’s open, slides when I hover outside. Sticking my head through, pistol in hand, I check for other people. It looks deserted as well. One of the tills is standing open, a TV is broadcasting the Emergency Alert System in the corner, the message on repeat.

      The lights are on meaning they still have power, which is good. The blast couldn’t have been too close if it’s working. Trying not to think about the fact that the blast was in the direction of home I grab a cart and make my way through the aisles.

      I grab flashlights, two handheld radio batteries, spare batteries, water, and canned food. As much as the cart can handle. I also grab some iodine tablets. Passing the pharmacy, I sigh. It would be good to get some antibiotics and other medicines, but it’s locked and I don’t have time to break in. Shaking my head at the idea of wasting my time, I make my way back through the aisle, grabbing some last minute cans and pre-packaged food supplies until I hear boots.

      Freezing. I let go of the cart and unclick the safety on the gun. Holding it by my side, I listen and wait as they stomp down the aisle next to me, the person muttering to himself as he grabs things. If I move now, he’ll hear me, and with no one around to stop him—he could do anything.

      Gritting my teeth, my heart pounding so loud it almost blocks out my hearing, I wait. I listen as he heads closer to the end of the aisle and swear in my head, I’m a sitting duck here. Grabbing the cart with one hand, I start to slowly wheel it away, cringing every time it squeaks.

      It’s slow going and I have just reached the end of the aisle when the alarm I set for ten minutes goes off on my watch. I freeze and I hear him do the same, the beeping loud in the silent supermarket.

      Fumbling with the sleeve of my shirt, I yank it back and quickly mute the watch, but it's too late. I hear running footsteps and I know I’m out of time. Glancing at the door, I swear again. It's too far and passes the opening of the aisle the person is in. I would never make it.

      Think, Toni, think. Move fast, keep low.

      My dad’s voice ringing in my head, I duck behind the cart, using it like a shield, and take aim over the top. My hands are not wobbling now, my training kicking in. I wait as the person draws closer, regulating my breathing and counting down until they step into my aisle.

      When he sees me, he stills, his hands jerking before freezing. Blinking hard, I take in the uniform. Brilliant, a fucking cop.

      Short, thick black hair is spiked up on his head, and he has a short, matching trimmed beard and mustache below deep brown eyes. He must be over six-foot and more, and the arms of his cop uniform are almost bursting from the muscles there. He looks like a model, not a cop, but the badge says otherwise. I tell you, if I had seen a cop like this before, I sure as shit would have got arrested.

      “Not here to arrest me for stealing, are you?” I joke, a desperate laugh slipping out.

      His plump lips quirk up in a crooked, charming smile and he relaxes a bit. “Nope, I think it’s fair to say I’m off duty.”

      I nod, standing up, but I keep the gun at my side just in case. He sticks out his hand. “Name’s Rob, I wish I could say it’s nice to meet you, but maybe not in these circumstances,” he quips, making me blink.

      Hesitantly, I reach out and clasp his hand, shaking it quickly before withdrawing. He chooses to ignore my quick retreat, just smiling nicely at me like a perfect gentleman. “Toni.” I nod. Flicking on the safety and feeling stupid with the gun, I grab the handles of the cart again, still conscious of the time restraint. Glancing at my watch, I swear. Two minutes over, I need to go. Now.

      “Look, as nice as this was, I really have to go.” Pushing past him I freeze when he grabs the cart, and when I glance at his face I see the lost look there, the same one I had in the truck. For me, it’s obvious what to do, but I’m betting normal people didn't spend their childhood in fake bomb raids and alien invasions.

      “You going somewhere? That sounded creepy, I just mean...do you know where to go? My sheriff was over in the other town when it happened, they didn't tell us much and I can’t get through to anyone. I checked on as many people as I could but...”

      Sighing, I glance at the door again. Stupid, real fucking stupid Toni. Get moving. “I’m going to find a basement, a big one under a sturdy house away from other civilization. Less likely for radiation contamination and better chances off riding this out undisturbed. You know a place?” I ask, realizing that if he’s from around here then it will be quicker to know where to go than having to hunt.

      He nods quickly. “I know a place.”

      “Good.” Pushing again, I dislodge his hand.

      “Grab whatever you can carry and meet me at the truck out front. You have sixty seconds,” I yell as the glass doors slide open. I hear him running again and I quickly unlock the bed of the truck and start loading up, grunting at the weight of the bulky waters and cans.

      By the time I’m done, he comes running through the doors. More water and food in his hands, and even some batteries. He quickly loads up and I slam the bed of the truck shut before racing around to the driver's seat. He slips into the passenger seat, throwing me a look.

      “Where?” I grit out, glancing at my watch again.

      “Keep going down main street, out of town. It’s your fourth left on the road, turns into a dirt road. There’s a farmhouse out there.”

      I nod, starting the car and quickly pulling away, so fast he’s flung back into his seat. “How long will it take to get there? Anyone own it?”

      I can feel him looking at me, but I concentrate on dodging cars as I speed out of town, every second that passes like a ticking clock in my head. I know the dangers of being caught outside when the fallout comes. Pressing down on the pedal harder, I ignore his “whoa.”

      “About five minutes, maybe three with your driving. One guy owns it, I sort of know him. He was in the grade below me at school, good man.”

      I nod, following his directions as we pass road after road, each one more isolated than the last, until he points for me to turn. Listening to him, I turn quickly onto a dirt road with a private gate and mailbox at the end. Speeding down the bumps, fields on either side of us, we eventually turn and I see a barn and what looks like an old, yellow farmhouse. A large oak tree stands proudly in the field to my left, just a ways from the house. Stopping out front, dirt kicking up behind us, I wait to see if anyone comes running out. When they don’t, I leave the car and round to the bed. I open it and nod at Rob.

      “Start grabbing stuff and put it on the porch, I’m going to check whether or not he’s home.” He nods, looking anxious as I grab my gun and make my way up the solid wood steps and onto the porch. The screen door and front door are closed, and I quickly hammer on it, holding my breath.

      I count to thirty and when no one answers I turn back to Rob. “Not in. Come on, we need to get to the basement!”

      “Toni!” he warns, dropping the cans he was holding and racing to my side as something cold is pushed against my temple, the distinct sound of a gun cocking making me freeze mid-turn.

      “Don’t move,” orders a deep, dangerous voice.

      “Not moving, but you might want to put the gun down,” I suggest just as Rob reaches the steps, his hands up as he faces the man.

      “Jacob right? I’m Rob, I’m a sheriff in town. This is Toni. We need to use your basement, to lay low,” Rob explains, his voice kind and calm, and he even relieves the tension in me, my shoulders dropping. I feel the gun waver and I make my move. Turning quickly, ducking in case he shoots, I grab the barrel and turn it so it faces the man Rob called Jacob.

      His bright blue eyes widen in shock, his short blond hair falling in his face as he freezes this time. He’s taller than me, maybe even taller than Rob and from what I can see, he’s made of muscle. His big, thick arms are encased in golden sweaty skin and are on display in his wife beater, which is tucked into worn blue jeans.

      “Don’t ever point a gun at someone if you don't intend to shoot,” I scold, my voice low and dangerous. We don’t have time for games, but he needs to know not to fuck with me. I might be a girl, but I’m betting I‘m faster and a better shot than he is. His eyes narrow at that.

      “You’re aiming at me,” he replies, his low voice washing over me.

      “Exactly,” I respond with a smirk.

      “Hey, let’s just all calm down,” Rob says, moving to the side to keep both of us in his view.

      Dropping the gun, I pass it back over and I see the man's eyes widen again. “Are you going to let us in?” I ask bluntly.

      “Why should I?” He crosses his arms, still glaring at me.

      “Because if you don’t, we’ll die out here in the fallout, we don't have time to go anywhere else. We also have supplies, if you let us in and your home for shelter, then I’ll give you a share,” I offer.

      The smirk that was forming disappears, obviously realizing how serious I am. The door swings open behind him, showing another man who’s waiting there with a nervous look on his face as he glances behind us at the sky. A red baseball cap is tucked on his head, hiding his hair, and big green eyes are flitting everywhere as he swallows hard. A red-patterned button up hangs half open across his torso, and he’s wearing beat up blue jeans and I shit you not—cowboy boots. He’s smaller than both Rob and Jacob, maybe a tiny bit taller than me and skinnier than both men, but from the definition I see in his chest, he’s obviously still well built.

      “Come on Jake, let them in,” he warns, throwing the man still watching me suspiciously a look, before turning back to me with a nervous smile. “I’m Cooper. Come on, grab your stuff, I’ll help.” He barges past Jacob, and him and Rob head to the truck as I stare down Jacob.

      “Do we have a deal?” I press.

      He nods, his jaw grinding. Nodding back, I turn and help them bring stuff in. Between us, we move all the supplies to a non-distinctive white door at the end of the hallway, which I’m guessing leads to the basement. They all wait then, sharing looks as if not sure what to do next.

      “Okay. Jacob, go grab any medications, food, and supplies you have. Rob, start taking stuff down. Cooper, we’re going to need mattresses, blankets, pillows, and spare clothes. Also bring stuff to wash with. I’ll check for anything else we can use.” They all look at me. “Go! We have five minutes!” I yell and they all scramble away to do as they are told.

      Rob opens the door and flicks on the light at the top of the stairs, before grabbing some of the water and hauling it down. Jacob races up the staircase, Cooper on his heels. Following the corridor back to the front door, I spot the living room on the left. Making sure we don't need anything in here, I notice the TV and quickly switch it on to see the emergency broadcast message is still the same.

      Just as I’m straightening to go check the rest of the house, I hear tires squeal outside. Racing to the window, I swear when I spot a dirty black car pulling up outside. The door opens and a desperate looking man with wild eyes pushes out, throwing a glance behind him before racing up the front steps.

      Gun in hand, I head into the corridor where Rob is waiting, his eyes watching the door. I hold my hand up and he nods. Sliding across the wood to make as little noise as possible, I crack open the door just as the man raises his fist to knock. Blood covers a gash in his head and the suit pants he’s wearing are wrinkled and covered in dirt and blood. His white shirt it ripped and sticking to his sweaty chest. I don’t get a good look before I’m busy aiming my gun.

      “What do you want?” I ask.

      He holds up his hands, backing away as I push open the door, the gun still aimed at him. “Sorry, sorry! Just trying to find shelter! Please, please, I can’t keep looking. Can I come in?” he begs, his light brown eyes pleading and filled with desperation. I look over his body again, spotting no weapons. I’m betting he was caught on the road like me when this happened and it’s obvious he was in some kind of accident.

      “You’ve checked other places?” I question, suspicion lacing my tone.

      He nods as I hear footsteps on the stairs, I don’t bother turning around but I feel the others at my back.

      “I did! I swear! At one house they tried to shoot me, the other was locked up and I couldn’t get in. Please,” he implores, dropping to his knees as he watches us. Jerking my head up to the sky, my watch starts to beep. We’re out of time.

      If I don’t let this man in, I’m sentencing him to death. I step back, dropping the gun, and he jumps up and races past. I quickly shut the door, lock it, and look at the others. “Get everything to the basement now! Lock all the doors and windows, and block them as much as you can!”

      I shove my gun in the back of my jeans as I begin to follow through on my order. Within two minutes everything is sealed and I step back, letting the others go down to the basement in front of me. With one last look out of a window facing the driveway, I turn and shut the basement door, and descend below.
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        * * *

      

      We are all sitting around the table, which I’m thinking at one point was for outside, and its six mismatched chairs. The table isn’t the only thing down here. Shelves cover the wall to my left with a kitchenette sort of area right behind me. This open area down here is big, with cement walls and floors. Only one long window runs on the opposite wall and we blocked that up right away.

      It turns out I was lucky, this house has a generator down here so even if the power goes out, we’ll have lights. To the right and past the stairs, the room tapers off into a corridor. I haven’t explored it yet, but Cooper explained it used to be old slave quarters and there’s a bathroom, bedroom, and storage room back there.

      Other than that, we haven’t really spoken, all of us just staring at the radio in the middle of the table, waiting for any news. News I know won’t be good.

      “How did you know what to do?” Rob inquires, breaking the silent tension as he leans back in his chair opposite me. I made sure to put Cooper between me and the new guy, whose name we haven’t learned yet. He’s just staring at the radio in shock, but I guess we’ve all been doing the same thing.

      Looking around, I see all eyes are on me now, not the radio. Sighing, I lean back too. “My dad is a prepper,” I admit.

      “Prepper?” The new guy repeats, his whiskey smooth voice rolling over me.

      “It’s a crazy person—” Cooper drawls then stops, wincing before looking at me and mouthing sorry.

      Shrugging, I nod. “Basically, they expect the end of the world at all times and prep for that. Each person is different, but we were raised on bomb drills, invasions, and food and weapon safety. I knew the basics of what needed to be done and I managed to get through to him before—” I cut off, swallowing hard as I look at the table, and surprisingly it’s Jacob, to my left, who reaches over and pats my arm. “Before we got cut off. They were in Terrance,” I divulge, and they all suck in breaths, knowing that was the direction of the closest bomb.

      “Toni, I am so sorry,” Rob says and when I look up, I can tell he genuinely is. Nodding, I quickly swipe my arm over my eyes and look around.

      “What about everyone else?” I ask, almost desperately, needing a distraction from the thought of my mom and dad not making it.

      “Me and Jake were just kicking back with some beers and watching the game when that emergency shit kicked in. I didn’t really know what was happening, but we figured it was safe enough to ride it out down here, isn’t that right man?” he addresses Jacob who nods. I’m getting the feeling Jacob doesn’t speak a lot and that Cooper does enough talking for them both.

      “You live together?” I question.

      Cooper leans back farther, balancing his chair on two legs as he winks at me. “No, darlin’. I live next door, but someone has to hang out with this fucker, or he would be all alone,” he jokes, and I look back at Jacob to see him smiling and shaking his head. Huh.

      Turning back to the table, I look at the new guy. “What about you? Sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”

      I feel the others paying close attention as well, I have a feeling since I turned up with Rob I get an automatic pass, but no one knows this man.

      “Cole Spencer, at your service.” He tips his head, his sophisticated smooth voice flowing from his mouth. “I was on my way to a getaway to unwind after a hard case, I got caught on I-80 with a few others when it all went down. Everyone panicked. There were accidents galore and someone hit the back of my car, it’s how I got this.” He reaches up and pokes the cut on his head with a wince. “I hightailed it to the nearest town, and then just started knocking on doors, eventually I wound up here,” he explains, looking over at me with a grateful smile. “Thank you for letting me in, you saved my life.”

      I shrug, uncomfortable with his praise, I did what any good human would do. Nothing more, hell, I even entertained the thought of turning him away.

      “You a lawyer?” Rob asks, and I glance at him before looking back at Cole who nods with a smile.

      “It’s that obvious?” he jokes, making Rob flash that crooked grin.

      “Nah, I’ve just seen enough in my time to know the type.” He looks over at me. “I was in the station like I said, and once I’d checked on the townsfolk, I figured I would head somewhere and hole up until I got the all clear. I went to get some supplies like the broadcast suggested and ran into Toni.”

      “Looks like we’re lucky she’s here,” Cole adds, sending me a flirty smile.

      The radio blares just then, cutting off our flirting and banter, and we all lean forward expectantly.

      “This is a message from the president.” A beep sounds before the familiar cadence of the president rolls through the speakers. I don’t know why, but that makes this all the more real and I clench my hands on the table, the shock finally wearing off. It actually happened. We were attacked.

      “At eleven AM this morning, the first nuclear bomb was dropped. Thousands of lives were lost, by three PM, sixteen more bombs had dropped across our nation. The loss of life has been catastrophic, and I am saddened to tell you that number will only continue to rise.” Cooper reaches out to my clenched hand on the table and grabs it, I throw him a look, but like me, he’s watching the radio, his face pale and afraid. Blowing out a breath I reach to my left and grab Jacob’s. He startles at first, blinking hard, before he looks to see my hand in Cooper’s. Nodding, his fingers twine with mine. Rob’s leg reaches under the table, touching mine, and Cole pats my thigh as well. I guess in a time like this, you just need the touch of another person going through the same thing, you just need the reassurance that you are, in fact, alive.

      “What comes next will devastate our nation and send us into the dark ages. The fallout, caused from the blasts, will rain down on our great nation. The radiation and subsequent effects will take many lives. I advise you to stay indoors, and do not drink any outside water sources or food. Watch for signs of radiation poisoning and other injuries, and whatever you do: stay alive. We will prevail, we will not let this destroy us. I will be on air, every day, giving live updates. Listen for my voice, you are not alone. This is the President of the United States of America, signing off. May God be with you all.” The radio fades to static as we all watch it in shock.

      Sitting back, I take my hands from them and rub between my eyes where a headache is forming. “We should try and get some sleep.” I yawn.

      “Come on, I’ll show you where you can sleep. Cooper and I will sleep in here. Cole and Rob, if you want to share one of the other rooms, Toni can take the last one,” Jacob informs us, and it’s the most he’s said the entire time. Nodding, I stand.

      Following after Jacob, I grab my bag before stopping. “Don’t keep the radio on at all times, only turn it on for an hour or so a day, we don’t know how long we could be down here. The first wave of fallout could last up to eighty days. It will contaminate everything outside and comes down like black rain, but it’s the long-lasting radiation we need to worry about. Check the generator as well and don’t overwork it. When we wake up we’ll ration the food and come up with a plan.” I nod, mentally checking off my list and making sure that’s everything I need to say before following Jacob down the hall.

      He opens the first door on the left and I stick my head in. “Old bathrooms, I don’t know what will work, but—”

      “We shouldn't use the water,” I warn and he nods. The room is an L shape with shower and toilet stalls. Carrying on around the corner, I see two more doors. One on the left and one at the very end of the corridor.

      He nods at the farthest door. “That’s storage where Cole and Rob can sleep, this is you.” He swings open the other door and I step inside.

      It’s small, probably a tad bigger than a cupboard, with a bed already built into the wall on the left. A small wooden dresser is placed next to the bed with a long forgotten, half melted candle there. Nothing else but a mop and bucket fill the room.

      “I’ll grab you a light and some bedding,” he murmurs, before backing away and leaving me alone.

      The floor and walls are the same depressing grey concrete, but I’ve never felt luckier. I’m alive, I’m safe, when thousands of others are not.

      “Are you okay?” The voice makes me jump and I spin, clutching my chest. I was lost in a world of my own and Rob holds his hands up from his perch at the door frame where he just spoke.

      “Don’t shoot,” he teases, and I smile.

      “I’m good, sorry,” I reply.

      He looks over his shoulder before stepping closer. “If you need anything just shout. I mean it Toni, I won’t let them hurt you.”

      A throat clearing has us both looking over his shoulder to see an annoyed Jacob. He glares at Rob who nods at me and leaves. Jacob thrusts the bedding and light at me and turns to leave.

      “Thank you and thanks for letting me in,” I say softly.

      His shoulders drop and he looks back at me, his face less pissed off, which in my book is progress. “You’re welcome.” He looks in the direction where Rob disappeared. “Neither Cooper or me would hurt you, I promise you that. I’ll keep an eye on the new guy, I just wanted you to know.”

      He leaves with that and I blow out a breath. Their promises are nice, but I need to be able to protect myself as well. Shutting the door behind him, I ram the mop from the wall under the handle, just in case. Then I quickly make the bed and light the electric lamp, placing it on the bedside table. Shucking off my jeans and shirt so I’m just in my black tank and panties, I slide my gun beneath the pillow and get under the covers, pulling the blanket to my chin and finally letting my tears fall.

      I’m so sorry I never believed you, Daddy. I love you.

      By the time I fall asleep, my eyes are raw and red, and nothing but snoring can be heard past my door, lulling me to sleep.
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      I wake with a start, my breath coming in gasps as I rub my hands over my face. What a bad fucking dream. Frowning into the darkness I search for the light from my alarm clock. It must be pretty early if it’s still this dark. Unable to see my alarm clock, I grasp my wrist and feel my watch, pressing the little light up display. I see that it’s nine in the morning. It’s unusual that I would sleep in so late, and that's when it hits me. I’m not in my room back home, I’m in a windowless cellar in the middle of nowhere with four guys, sheltering from the apocalypse. Fuck.

      Pushing up from the bed I rub my hands over my arms, my skin breaking out in goosebumps as I try to plan what to do next. Using the light from my watch, I rifle through my duffle bag to grab a plain, button-down shirt and throw it on over my tank top, hissing at the burning sensation on my skin. Holding my arms out, I stumble until I find the electric lamp, closing my eyes against the suddenly bright light filling the small room. Looking down at my skin I let out a curse at the angry red inflamed flesh. Stupid Toni, stupid! Don’t you remember anything Dad taught you?

      Throwing open the door I stagger into the open part of the basement, seeing Jacob and Cooper talking quietly together on the corner of a mattress, their conversation coming to an end when I walk in. Copper smiles up at me while Jacob scowls, obviously still distrustful of me.

      “Where are the others?” I question, not sparing time on pleasantries as I ignore them and walk back past the room I’d been staying in the storage area, finding Rob and Cole looking through the supplies.

      “Toni, look, we have plenty of supplies, should last us a couple of days until—” Rob starts until I cut him off, Jacob and Cooper following me into the room.

      “Have any of you showered yet?” I demand, my panic making my tone sharp.

      “Hey, if you wanted to get me naked all you have to do is say so,” Cooper teases. In another situation I would have laughed and rolled my eyes, but I’m totally serious. Hurrying forward I grab Rob’s arm, grimacing when I see his skin looks just as raw as mine, a quick glance at Cole shows me the same thing. Hissing, Rob pulls away from my touch.

      “Shit. Why does my skin burn so much?” Looking down at his skin, a concerned expression crosses his face before he looks up at me.

      “Rob, Cole, in the shower now, we can’t wait any longer.” The four of them just stare at me in shock for a few seconds before I grab the cop by the shoulder of his shirt and push him toward the shower room. Turning to look at Cooper and Jacob, I grab their arms, letting out a relieved breath when I see their skin, while looking sore, appears much better than ours does. They were out in the open for less time than us, so their skin is less affected.

      Striding out of the storage room, I throw a look over my shoulder. “You need to wash any dust off your skin, hurry.”

      Jacob and Cooper share a look, but the latter follows me out, leaving Jacob scowling at me.

      “Why should we trust you?” he calls out to me and I sigh, coming to a stop and turning to face him.

      “I’m a nurse, I’m useful to have around, plus I’m going to need to clean out that wound on your arm before it gets infected,” I inform him, causing him to look down at his arm in surprise.

      “It’s just a scratch.”

      “Yeah, and there’s nuclear waste in the atmosphere. If you aren't careful it’s going to get infected,” I tell him, before shrugging and turning away from him. “I don’t have time to argue with you, I need to wash the dust from my skin.” Turning on my heel I leave him behind, walking to the shower room in the other corner of the basement.

      I come to a stop when I’m met by two shirtless guys. If we were in a different situation I would probably be feeling pretty pleased with myself. Cole steps forward to turn on the shower before I dart over and grab his arm, wincing at his hiss of pain.

      “No, we can’t use that water, it’s not pure anymore. We use the bottled water.”

      “So now you want us to waste our bottled water?” Jacob retorts, and I feel like smacking him.

      “It’s not a waste. The radioactive dust will cause our skin to peel if we don’t wash it off soon. I should have thought of it sooner.” I curse myself as I grab one of the large drums of bottled water. Cooper steps forward and helps me lift it, his eyes solemn as they meet mine.

      “Don’t blame yourself, this is a new situation for all of us.” Something burns in his eyes and I have to bite my lip to force down the sudden wave of need that runs through me. Although it’s not even sexual need necessarily, but the need to be held, for some affection in this awful situation. Shaking my head I pull away. Now is not the time Toni, you don’t even know these guys.

      Stripping my clothes off, I stand before them in just my bra and pants and gesture for them to bring the water closer. “We need to wash our skin. It’s going to sting and the water will be cold, but we have to do it.”

      The guys nod, and together we help each other douse ourselves. It takes a lot of our supply of water, but this is a necessity, and a bit of hurt pride and stinging skin is worth it versus the alternative. I shudder as I remember the photos shown to us in nursing school of what radiation poisoning does to the skin.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, we are all sitting in the open part of the basement in a loose semicircle on the edges of the mattresses when I gesture to Jacob’s arm.

      “I need to clean and dress your wound.” I expect him to cause a fuss, to tell me no, but after a moment of sizing me up with his eyes he nods and allows me to see the wound. He was right, it’s a small injury, probably caught his arm on something when he was hurrying to get inside after the explosion, but it would get infected if we aren't careful with it. It still could, but I’m going to do everything I can to stop that from happening.

      Thankfully, when I travel I always have a medical bag in the back of my car in case of emergencies, so I have some of the things I need for basic first aid. Cleaning my hands with the alcohol gel in the pack, I pull on a pair of gloves and examine the wound, taking my time to clean it out. I feel eyes on me while I do it, but I ignore them, focusing on the task in front of me.

      “So, you’re a nurse huh?” Jacob asks, finally breaking the silence in the room.

      “Uh huh, I worked in the ER in the city for the last few years,” I reply, lifting my gaze from his cut, and I’m shocked when I find him so close, his deep eyes boring into mine.

      “Useful skill to have in an apocalypse!” Cooper calls out cheerily, and I can’t help but smile at his tone.

      “Is he always like this?” I question Jacob with a shake of my head, my smile still in place as I place a dressing on his arm.

      “Yup, always has been. Nothing keeps him down for long.” Jacob’s voice warms as he talks about his friend, and I get the feeling they are more like family. Tidying up my kit, I sit back on my heels.

      “All done, I’ll check it again tomorrow. If all is well, it should be mostly healed by the end of the week.”

              Jacob’s eyes linger on my face for a moment until I stand, breaking eye contact as I walk back toward the table in the center of the room, but I feel his eyes following me as I go. Cole sits at the table, looking at the radio as if he’s expecting it to give him all the answers. Placing my medical kit on the table I go to his side, taking a look at the wound on his head. I should have checked it yesterday, but with all the stress of what happened… It looks like he tried to clean it out already, probably during our impromptu showers earlier, but it will need proper cleaning.

      “Cole, I need to take a look at your injury, I need to clean it and put a dressing on it. It might even need stitches,” I muse as I peer at the side of his head. Who knows what he may have washed into his wound when we showered earlier? Taking out a bottle of sterile saline and some sterile gloves, I go about cleaning his wound. It’s not very deep, but it's quite a long gash.

      “Thanks, doc,” he says with a smile.

      “You’re welcome,” I murmur distractedly. “You might need stitches,” I comment absentmindedly.

      He flinches, his smile turning forced, and looks at the floor. “I mean it, thank you for everything. I wouldn’t be alive without you.” He blows out a breath and looks me straight in the face, his eyes filled with unshed tears. “I was terrified, I’ve never felt like that—ever. I guess fate brought me on this road and to you, huh?” he jokes, not even trying to hide his tears. It makes me hesitate as I look at him. He seems like the type of person who wants to be in control, and yet, he’s letting me see his weakness—why?

      I squeeze his hand and he offers me another soft smile, our eyes connecting with shared understanding. I let go and move back to his head injury. It could probably use some stitches to help keep the edges of skin together but Cole refuses, fear of needles he says, so I have to resort to only dressing the wound.

      Everyone is quiet today, subdued and lost in their own thoughts again. Which is understandable, it’s not everyday that you lose everything you know and love, facing an uncertain future. My thoughts turn to my family, to the dad I’d always dismissed as being eccentric, his training now the only thing keeping these guys and me alive.

      Rob comes to sit next to me and I give him a weak smile when he settles by my side. He runs his eyes over my face and places his hand on my shoulder.

      “You okay?” he asks softly. It's funny, I don't usually trust strangers, an instinct drilled into me by my dad, but I feel comfortable around Rob. I don't know if it's because he's a cop, or because of the situation that’s thrown us together, but I find myself wanting to lean into him for comfort, to feel his arms around me. I can still feel his gaze on me, waiting for an answer, and I meet his eyes with a shrug.

      “I don't know. I mean, I'm here, I'm alive, but… everything is just so precarious.” I’m struggling to find the words to explain how I feel. Movement nearby has me looking around, only to see that Cooper and Jacob have moved to sit closer to us, the five of us sitting around the small table.

      “Well, you're safe here. We won’t let anything happen to you.” Jacob’s voice is rough, and I meet his intense gaze. I wonder how I've managed to gain this man’s protection and trust when he’d been so reluctant to let me in initially.

      “Yeah Toni, you're one of us now. You all are,” Cooper says with a smile, as he looks around the table. “We’ve all been thrown together and going out there is a death sentence right now anyway, so we just need to get along.” Cooper grins at Jacob, a playful glint in his eyes. “I've been trying to convince Jacob to make new friends for ages.”

      Jacob just rolls his eyes at Cooper’s comment, but there are a couple of chuckles around the table and the mood has lightened a bit. Cole turns in his seat to look at me, placing his hand on top of mine where it rests on the table.

      “They are right though, you’re safe with us. We’ll look after each other,” he reassures me.

      I smile at him, very aware of the fact that Rob still has his palm on my shoulder and Cole's holding my hand. I don't tell them that I'm not worried about them, I can protect myself, but it's the radiation I'm worried about. My skin itches and burns, I'm sure theirs is the same, but we don't say anything.

      “Well, it looks like we may be spending a good amount of time together,” Jacob drawls as he looks around the basement before his gaze falls on me again. “We should get to know a bit more about each other.”

      Everyone's eyes turn to me. Huh, guess I'm going first then. Shrugging, I meet their gazes. “Not much to tell about me that you don't already know. I lived with a prepper, and as soon as I got the opportunity I left home and went to nursing school. I avoid going home as often as possible and now I've lost them.” My voice goes thick as I talk, my own self-loathing clear in my voice. Rob moves his hand to my knee, rubbing it slowly in comfort, silence filling the room.

      “You have a boyfriend? Husband? How old are you anyway?” Jacob’s question catches me off guard and I bark out a laugh.

      “Why, you interested? I'm twenty-five and no, I have no husband. Just a sleazy ex-boyfriend who apparently slept his way through the nursing staff at my hospital.” I roll my eyes as I think of Peter, said sleazy ex. He’s been trying to convince me for weeks that I should take him back after I found him in the supply closet while I was on shift, making out with one of my colleagues. No thank you, I don't need that kind of shit in my life.

      “He cheated on you?” Cole's voice is outraged and I smile at his anger on my behalf. “He’s a fucking idiot, he should have cherished you like you deserve,” he states firmly, and I see a couple of nods around the table. Well then. Shaking my head I can't help but grin before looking over at Cole.

      “Come on then, tell us more about you.”

      “Me? Well, I'm twenty-eight, I'm a lawyer, as you know. My parents and sister moved to Europe several years ago and I stayed here to build my career… I’m starting to think I made the wrong choice.” He laughs bitterly, rubbing the back of his neck with his hand. “I have no family here except an ex-wife who only ever married me for my money, no kids, I don't even have a dog. Work is my life,” he explains, and my heart goes out to him. What a lonely life. I squeeze his hand as he continues his story. “I just finished a nasty murder case in New York and my boss gave me some time off to recoup. I got in my car, intending to drive for an hour or so, but I just kept driving, miles and miles went by but I kept going. And now I'm here.” He looks around the table with a solemn smile. “Maybe I was brought here for a reason. The north of the country was hit pretty badly.”

      We’re quiet for a few moments, acknowledging that Cole probably would have been killed if he hadn't kept driving for so long.

      “Y'all know me,” Rob chimes in with his easy smile as he nods toward Cooper and Jacob. “I'm a deputy at the Spring station. I'm smart but I've never been book smart, so as soon as I graduated high school I joined the force and have been here ever since. I had a wife, Claire, but she died of cancer five years ago.”

      “I'm really sorry Rob,” I murmur softly, but he just smiles at me again and I can see the sadness in his eyes.

      “Don't be, it was a long time ago. We married young, too young really. We had a good five years together, she was twenty-two when she died. I'm twenty-seven now, dated on and off, but never found anyone I wanted to make things serious with,” he tells us.

      “Claire was a good woman, she was the year above me in school, but always made the effort to say hello to me,” Cooper adds.

      “Cooper, tell us more about yourself,” I encourage, interested to know how the two friends came to be.

      “Jacob and I are neighbors. I'm twenty-six, so we were in separate grades at school, but we always played together as kids. Living on the outskirts of town we only had each other to hang out with. My family life was a bit... complicated, so I basically lived over here.”

      “Complicated,” Jacob echoes with a snort, anger distorting his handsome features. “Your mother beat you while your father drank himself into an early grave,” he spits out, and I can see why he’s so pissed off. Cooper just shrugs, his smile still in place, but I notice a tightness around his eyes that wasn't there before.

      “Jacob's mother treated me like another son. We grew up more like brothers than friends. Anyway, Dad died when I was twelve, and when I was nineteen Mom was arrested. They didn't leave me much, but at that point I worked here on the farm and Jacob pays well, so I had a fair amount of savings and was able to buy the place. It's a pile of shit, but it's home.”

      The watch on my wrist alarms, reminding me to turn the radio on. We have been doing it every hour to check for messages, but so far we haven't heard anything. As before, static fills the room and we go back to chatting, leaving the radio on for a few minutes.

      “Come on then Jacob, tell us about yourself,” Cole asks, and I can't help but smile when I see Jacob’s belligerent expression. It's obvious he doesn't like talking about himself.

      He opens his mouth to start speaking when the radio starts beeping, announcing a broadcast coming through.

      “This is an emergency broadcast from the President of the United States. Beep. Beep. Beep. Survivors of the nuclear attacks, this is the President. The death toll on our great country has been catastrophic, but I implore you, if you are hearing this, to stay strong, stay safe. Do not leave your shelter, we are working on a plan. For now, may God bless you.”
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      The second night before was both better and worse than our first night inside the basement. By the time we thought it was nighttime, I was already exhausted, which was strange since we didn’t really do much, but looking at the same four walls all the time had me wanting to go to bed. I said goodnight to everyone, took my lamp, and shut my door. The only difference is that tonight I didn’t block it. I learned more about the men I’m trapped with today, and with that comes a certain level of trust. I think they are beginning to trust me more too. I still tucked the gun under my pillow though, better to be safe than sorry.

      Lying down, I watch the lamplight on the stone walls, thinking about the world outside. It only adds to my dark thoughts. The world is dying, nearly everyone I knew is probably dead. A person could spiral if they think about it for too long, so when a knock sounds at my door, I sit up and call out almost desperately.

      “Come in.”

      The door opens and Cooper sticks his head in. “Just wanted to check on you before we turned in,” he says, making me grin.

      He’s the loudest of the group but also the most caring, that much became evident today, especially when I learned that him and Jacob have been looking after each other for the last few years. “I’m okay,” I reply, but he frowns at my tone and slips in. He doesn't shut the door and I’m grateful for that. Perching himself on the other bed, he watches me with sad eyes. Turning to face him, I press my back to the wall and bring my knees to my chest.

      Pretending to be strong all day was hard, especially when all I wanted was comfort, but they needed someone to look to and that person seems to be me, especially with the background I have and my medical training.

      “How are you, really?” he inquires, leaning in and resting his elbows on his knees, watching me closely.

      Playing with a thread in my jeans, I sigh, thinking about his question. “I just wonder...my thoughts are just...full. You know? Who did this? Why? Is this the end of the world? What about my family? It just keeps spinning and spinning until I feel like I can’t breathe. I regret the things I never said to people and the things I never did,” I admit sheepishly, staring at my jeans as tears fill my eyes.

      “You can’t think like that, if you do, you'll go mad. It’s happened, all we can do is look to the future and the now,” he soothes softly. “It’s called survivor's guilt, I read about it once. It’s sounds impossible, and maybe outside this place the world is dying, but we have to keep moving, keep living. Or what's the point?”

      Blinking, I stare at him incredulously. I’d misjudged him. I thought he was nothing more than a simple, always smiling farmer, but his words just revealed a whole new side of him. “I guess you're right,” I finally respond, and he grins.

      “Of course I’m right!” he cheers and then stands up. “Goodnight, Toni.” He winks and shuts the door behind him.

      Feeling better I let myself close my eyes, Cooper’s smiling face the last thing I see.
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        * * *

      

      This morning I feel more refreshed, my dreams were not plagued by the faces of those who were left behind, and I have a new drive to appreciate the time and people around me. What Cooper said has stuck with me, we are lucky to be alive and I plan to make the most of it, and try and forget about all the pain and suffering outside.

      Pushing up from the bed I turn on the lamp before walking over to my bag, pulling on some fresh clothing. That’s something I think will get old pretty quick, the lack of natural lighting. My stomach growls as I pull on a fresh tank top. Although we have been eating well, I know we’re going to have to start rationing our food more soon, which I’m not looking forward to. Another thing I’m not looking forward to? When I run out of fresh clothing. While we have water at the moment, we’re going to have to be careful with the amount we’re using. We can’t trust the water in the tanks or from the surface, they will be contaminated and a sure way to get radiation poisoning from the fallout.

      Reaching for an overshirt, I start to pull the sleeves up my arms when a stinging burn stops me. A hiss of pain leaves my lips before I gaze closer at my arm, seeing that small blisters are forming in a patch on my arm. The damaged area of skin is small, about the size of a nickel, but I know this will only grow. Redness surrounds the area and when I examine my arm closer, I spot more affected areas of skin. Covering it with my long sleeves I check the rest of my body quickly, but so far, the only skin that appears to be damaged is where my arms were exposed. I don’t have a mirror in here, so I can’t see if my face remains unscathed, but it only feels a little tender, like I have a sunburn, rather than blisters. Taking a deep breath, I choose to ignore it for now and leave the room to check on the guys.

      I stop at the bathroom on my way to relieve myself, and when I’m done I check out my face in the mirror. I watch a sleepy looking Jacob shuffle in and stop when he sees me.

      “Mornin’.” His jaw cracks as he yawns.

      I grin over at him. “Morning.” He carries on his shuffle, and starts to wash and brush his teeth with a bottle of water he brought in. When he catches me looking he holds the bottle in the air, offering it to me as he sticks the toothbrush in his mouth. Grabbing it gratefully, I wash my teeth and face, standing side by side, and when we’re done we share a look. I can’t seem to look away and neither can he.

      “Toni—”

      “Jacob—”

      We both laugh nervously and I pass back the half used water bottle. Our hands catch and I gasp when he strokes my fingers before pulling away. Swallowing hard I raise my eyes to his, a new awareness racing through my body. A natural attraction, the human need for comfort and to feel alive. It would only make sense to cling to those around us, and I want nothing more than to use that as an excuse and melt into his arms. He leans in, his eyes on my lips, and I can't help but lean in too, like a magnet. A noise at the door has us both breaking away and I turn away with a red face to see a half asleep Cooper coming in, not even looking at us as he pushes down his pants and heads into the stall. Throwing a strained smile at Jacob, I hightail it out of there.
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      The day passes slowly. There isn’t much to do in a basement where you’re confined with four other guys. We go through the food and water stocks, working out rationing for the weeks to come. There was an awkward silence when we were trying to work out how long we would be down here for. Cole appears to be in denial, believing we would be out of here by the end of the week. I just shared a look with Jacob and Rob, we all know this isn’t just going to go away, radiation sticks around for decades and we were pretty close to the bomb. No one mentions any issues with their skin, and I’ve been trying to sneak glances at Cole and Rob’s arms when I get the chance, but I haven't seen any damage.

      At exactly three PM we turn on the radio, gathering in our usual seats as we wait around for a broadcast. Rob’s hand finds mine under the table and before I realize it, I’ve reached out to my other side and grabbed Jacob’s. Our eyes clash and the memory of nearly kissing him this morning comes to mind, but the crackling and beeping has me turning back to the table.

      “Beep. Hello, America. I hope those who have survived the blasts are well. We are transmitting from a bunker under the White House. The signal is scarce so I don’t have long today. We now know that the bombs have, in fact, detonated all over the world—this is not confined to our country.

      “The whole world is dying. It is with a heavy heart that I report this, but do not let it dampen your spirits. We have survived a lot and we will survive this. Stay indoors, stay alive. I will be back tomorrow, until then I thought a little music might help transport us away—even for a little bit. Beep.” The signal cuts off before what sounds like a scratchy sounding record of “We Will Meet Again” comes through the speakers.

      Vera’s heartbreaking voice flows into the basement, hitting me in the heart, and I can’t help but squeeze the hands I’m holding. Rob stands, and when I look up, he raises my hand kisses it.

      “Dance with me?” he asks.

      Looking at the others, I get to my feet nervously and he pulls me into his arms. Laying my head on his chest, he rests his on mine as we move to the music. I listen to his heart race against my ear and I smile, knowing he’s as affected as I am.

      A couple of lines later he spins me and a startled laugh bubbles out of me, only to be muffled as I meet another hard chest. Looking up breathlessly, I meet the laughing eyes of Cooper. He sings along to the music, loud and off key as he twirls me around in circles. Laughing, my head spinning and my eyes blurring, I can’t help but grip tightly onto his hand. He keeps whirling me around, and then passes me over to Cole who leads me across the room in a dramatic ballroom style dance before dipping me. Hair floating behind me, my leg coming up automatically, I smile up at him but it disappears when I see the hunger and intensity in his eyes as he runs them over my face.

      “Beautiful,” he whispers, leaning closer, but a noise reminds us we’re with others and he quickly stands us back up, he steps back until I feel a tap on my shoulder.

      Turning, I meet the serious eyes of Jacob. He winds his arms around me and we move from side to side on the spot, our bodies close and our eyes locked together as the last notes die off, and the radio goes silent. We don’t stop moving, just watching each other. He searches my eyes for something, I don’t know what, but it sends my heart into overdrive and makes my palms sweaty.

      Biting my lip, I step away and look at the others, unable to hold Jacob’s intense gaze any longer.
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        * * *

      

      That night, I slink off to bed while the others are talking. Kicking off my jeans and overshirt I slide into bed, still relishing their touch this afternoon when we were dancing. In that moment I felt safe, even happy for a short time, but it’s faded away now and like the night, the bad thoughts come again. My door is open slightly and when a shadow walks past, I call out.

      Rob sticks his head in and smiles when he sees me curled up. “Everything okay?” he inquires, that smile dropping when I don’t return it.

      Bolstering my confidence, I scoot back to the wall. “Will you stay with me for a bit?” His mouth opens in shock and I quickly continue, “I don’t want to be alone tonight—I’m scared.” I admit it with no shame.

      He nods, shutting the door behind him and stopping at my bedside. He goes to lie down over the covers but I lift them, and when I nod he slips in, turning on his side to face me.

      “Thank you,” I whisper softly, closing my eyes. The heat of him so close in the small single bed makes me feel slightly safer again, he chased off my demons.

      “Always. Try and get some sleep,” he whispers back, covering my hand on the pillow between us.
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      The sound of the door opening has my eyes snapping open in disorientation. Where am I? I’m warm, really warm. When I blink, I meet the eyes of Jacob standing at the door. He’s clutching a tray in front of him and his eyes dart behind me, clouding over with...jealousy? Following his gaze I see Rob curled up behind me under the covers, with his arms wrapped around my middle, fast asleep.

      Swallowing hard, I look back at Jacob but he’s already gone, the door left open. Groaning, I bury my head in the pillow. I don’t know why I feel guilty, but I do. Lifting my head I freeze when Rob stirs behind me. He presses closer, his morning wood against my ass making me freeze.

      “Morning,” he greets, smiling wide already.

      Looking over my shoulder, I try to ignore him pressed against me and smile, but it must fall flat as he drops the smile. “Hey, what’s wrong?” he asks, cupping my face. Turning over, I face him fully, unable to help myself as I lean into his hands. I don’t want to spoil this moment, to say the words that will make everything more difficult, to face the reality that’s bearing down on us.

      Rob is a nice guy, I know he’ll keep pushing until he gets to the truth, and it's one I don’t want to even admit to myself yet. So, instead of talking about it or pulling away like an adult, I do the one thing I know will silence him and my mind. I lose myself in him.

      Darting forward, I cover his lips with mine. He freezes against me, and for a moment I think he’s going to push me away, but he relaxes into me. Grabbing my head and pulling me closer, he nips at my lips until I open them, his tongue sweeping in and tangling with mine.

      His hands leave my face and travel down my back, sliding my shirt up and caressing my skin before he cups my ass, and presses me closer against him. Gasping into his mouth, I let my hands wander across his skin. Needing to touch him everywhere, needing him to make me forget.

      Gliding my hands under his shirt, I stroke them up his chest, bringing the fabric with me. He pulls away, breaking the kiss, before sitting up and whipping the shirt over his head. I freeze, like a bucket of ice cold water is thrown over me, but he doesn’t seem to notice. He rolls me under him, kissing my cheek and down my neck, and finally I come back to myself enough to stop him, my eyes glued to his chest.

      “Rob,” I gasp and he stops straight away, lifting himself up on his arms and looking at me worriedly.

      “Oh my god, I’m sorry. Are you okay? Did I do something?” he asks, frowning hard, his eyes worried as he searches my face for clues as to why I stopped us.

      “No, no I’m okay. Rob, let me look at your chest please,” I offer as calm as I can, even though my emotions rage inside of me. The touch of his lips are forgotten in my panic, the world dropping back on me as I remember why we’re down here.

      He leans back, still looking scared that he did something wrong, so I give him a strained smile. “Seriously, you didn’t do anything, I just want to check something, okay?” I tell him and he nods, leaning back on his knees and so I can get a better look at his chest.

      Sitting up, ignoring the fact I’m only in my bra, I lean into his chest and examine him. He follows my gaze and freezes, obviously not having seen the red welts across his chest before.

      It’s hard, but I ignore the eight pack vying for my attention and feel around the three welts on his pecs. “This is from being exposed to the blast, there isn’t much I can do without any medicines I’m afraid, but keep an eye on it in case they get bigger or more appear,” I explain, back in nurse mode instantly. Removing my hand from his chest, I drop them into my lap as he frowns, looking at his own chest.

      This only confirms my fears, but I put on a brave smile when he looks back up and it seems to reassure him. “Come on, let's get some breakfast,” I suggest, slipping from the bed and turning my back on him to get dressed, allowing the smile to drop from my face.
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        * * *

      

      I left Rob dressing as I fled the room, needing some space and time to think about the options we have, but I spot the breakfast laid out on the table and Jacob with his back to me, purposely ignoring me. I sigh, knowing I need repair this as well.

      “Jacob?” I call, stopping behind his chair. His shoulders hunch but he ignores me.

      Sighing, I sit down next to him and duck my head to catch his eyes. “Are we okay?” I ask, reaching across and laying my hand on his arm. He shakes it off and carries on eating.

      “Fine,” he snaps. Okay, looks like Mr. Talkative is going to make me do all the work.

      “Look, what you saw—”

      “Doesn’t matter,” he butts in and looks at me hard.

      “Okay, you want to be an asshole, you be an asshole. I won’t sit here stroking your ego and saying sorry, because I’m not. I needed comfort and Rob was there, I needed to feel safe and I won’t apologize for that. So when you stop having a tantrum, I’ll be ready to accept your apology.” Standing, I push back from the table, and grab a breakfast bar, munching on it as Cooper waves at me from the stove. I smile and make my way over to Cole who’s sitting in the corner, tinkering with something.

      When I get there, he looks up with a tired smile and I swallow my bite. “Mind if I sit?” I inquire.

      He shuffles over and I take a seat next to him, sitting in silence and watching him work on what looks like a clock.

      “I need to check you over,” I admit, keeping my voice low so the others can’t hear me.

      “For what?” he counters, dropping the clock and facing me. Of all of us, Cole seems to be struggling with our situation the most.

      “Just to make sure you’re okay after being exposed,” I hedge.

      He nods, looking unsure. “You think I’m not?”

      Damn it. “No, it’s just to be sure,” I say, offering him my most professional smile.

      He nods and looks around. “Now?”

      “Yes, please.” I stand, trying to hide my urgency as he rises slowly. “Come on, we can do it in the bathroom.” I turn, and when I hear him following I relax a little, even as my doubts and thoughts push me to make sure my diagnosis is correct.

      Jacob watches us with narrowed eyes as we walk past him to the bathroom. “What’s going on?” he asks, and a part of me hurts at the lack of trust that I see in his eyes. I thought we’d got past that, but apparently not.

      “Toni just wants to check me over, you know, because of the radiation and everything,” Cole replies, shrugging and following after me.

      “Is this a service she’s offering to all of us?” Jacob retorts with a pointed glare.

      “Ooh, I’ll take my shirt off for you, Toni,” Cooper yells, breaking the tension his friend caused. I don’t think he even realized he did it, but I’m betting he did it a lot growing up.

      Rolling my eyes at him, I ignore the comment and walk into the bathroom, although I’m grateful I don’t have to respond to Jacob.

      Turning around, I watch as Cole gently closes the bathroom door behind him before he turns to face me. Suddenly face-to-face in the confined space of the bathroom, I give him an awkward smile. I’m used to dealing one-on-one with patients in my job, but something about these four throws me off and I can’t seem to keep things professional like I need to. Maybe it’s because we aren’t in a hospital setting, but either way, I force myself to act like I normally would even though my heart races and my palms turn sweaty. “You’ll need to take your shirt off.” I try to make it a joke, but my voice is tight.

      Cole just smiles and removes his shirt, and seeing the bumps I instantly fall into nurse mode again. He has a couple of small patches on his chest, but nothing too serious.

      “Any sore patches of skin? Burning, stinging, or peeling?” I ask almost absently, as I closely examine the small welts on his chest.

      “Well…” Cole trails off and I pull my gaze away from his chest to look at his face. He’s avoiding my gaze and I feel my stomach drop.

      “What is it?” I press, praying that my voice stays stable. Instead of answering me, he just spins around and I can’t stop the gasp that escapes my lips. His whole back is a mass of red, angry looking welts.

      “Oh, Cole.” My words are whispered as I examine him more closely. He must be in agony. None of the wounds are open yet, but he must struggle to lie on his back. “How is it so bad? Why just on your back?”

      “When the bomb dropped I got out my car to see what was going on, like everyone else. Then the wave of heat came and I dropped to the ground and turned away. My back got the brunt of the heat,” he answers with a shrug.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you were more injured than just your head on day one?” I cry out. I doubt there was much more I could do to help him, but he’s left it for so long. “You must be in so much pain,” I murmur quietly, wishing I had something that could help him.

      “It’s okay. I think Jacob has some whiskey stashed down here if we really need it,” he says with a smile, but it drops from his face. “Is it that bad?”

      I don’t want to say it, to tell him the truth, but I won’t lie to him. Instead, I pull my shirt sleeve up and show him the blisters on my arm. He doesn’t say anything, but pulls me into his embrace.

      Standing in the long ago, forgotten dusty bathroom, we seek comfort in each other’s arms—both of us knowing the truth. It must come from his job, always being logical and one step ahead, but I think he finally realized how serious this situation is.

      When we come back out and see the others, the room is silent and tense, with Jacob sitting at the table glaring at Rob, who’s glaring back from his perch against the wall. Cooper is also at the table, looking as happy and confused as ever.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, but they all ignore me, going back to whatever they were doing.

      Shrugging my shoulders I head over to the table and spend the rest of my day playing battleship, which Cooper found. At three PM Cole jumps to his feet and brings the radio over, and we gather in our usual order. I don’t reach over for either hand this time, not sure of my welcome, but both Jacob and Rob grab mine as the beeping starts.

      “Hello, America. If you made it through another day, congratulations. I fear I only have more bad news, our scientists have been working hard and from their calculations, the fallout resulting from the bombs will last for years. I do not have answers on what this means for you—or for the world. I am, however, working with other leaders to establish a plan. Until then, I pray you will hang on. Life will prevail. This is the President, signing off for today.” The beep sounds again and we all sit back heavily.

      Years?

      We’re going to die, I think with a cool detachment, the truth resonating in my bones. If the fallout we received when outside doesn't kill us, we’ll run out of supplies and die of starvation or dehydration.

      We are fucked.

      We’re all silent and when I lift my eyes, I find tears streaming down my face. They all have the same shocked, detached expression. I can’t save us, I can’t stop this…
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      The next few days pass in a blur of shock and anger until we all finally settle on resignation. The men still seem upbeat, Cooper more so than the others, but it has to be an act. The messages we receive every day on the radio only get bleaker and bleaker until I wake up on the eighth day of being down here. Angry and needing to do something. I have that itchy feeling under my skin, like I can’t stop moving.

      Getting up, tired of trying to sleep, I head to the bathroom, shoving my hair back and washing my face and teeth. Like my new morning routine, I check over my body. The burns only seem to be stretching across my skin and when I brush my hair, some of it comes away. Shivering in horror, I turn away before curling up into a ball and I don’t get up again for a long time.

      Getting dressed without looking in the mirror again, I head out to face the others. When I get to the table I notice how tired they all look, the last few days have been taking their toll on us, and I’m betting it’s the radiation affecting us as well.

      Sitting down, I eye the dwindling food laid out before us. We decided to ration our food a day or two ago, and it seems we only have enough for the month—not that we’re going to live that long if the deterioration of our bodies is anything to go by. I haven’t told them that though—it's my burden to bear.

      “We found some booze,” Cooper says, still cheerful, even if it seems to be wearing on him, but the worse we all get, the more he tries as if he can’t help himself wanting to lift the atmosphere. I try to smile at him as much as possible, since his whole face seems to light up when I do, but that’s been getting more and more difficult the last few days.

      “Fuck it,” I murmur and they all look at me. “Let’s get drunk!” I yell, pointing in the air dramatically.

      “Best plan you’ve had yet,” Jacob jokes, smiling at me to lessen the blow of his words.

      Cooper whoops, jumping to his feet and going over to the shelves, bringing over bottles of whiskey and what looks like moonshine. I raise my eyebrows at Jacob and he smiles. “Don’t look at me, Coop uses this area like a storage facility. Most of this crap is his, not mine.”

      Rob pushes away from the table and returns with glasses in his arms, placing one in front of each of us as Cooper opens the bottle of whiskey, filling all of our glasses up to the rim. I raise my eyebrow at him as I pick up the glass, which is so full I struggle not to spill it. Guess I should start as I mean to go on. Tipping the tumbler back, I down the drink, enjoying the burn of the alcohol as it goes down my throat. Normally I wouldn’t drink in the middle of the day, especially not whiskey, but this is hardly a normal situation and I find that today, I just don’t care.

      The others do the same, tipping it back, and within the next twenty minutes the alcohol begins to take effect. It might be the rationed water or the lack of food and sleep, but I giggle as Cooper dances around the room, pulling a grumbling Jacob after him.

      Sipping my drink, I snap my card down. Cole found some hidden away and we’re playing a drinking version of Go Fish, which seems to involve a lot of cheating as far as I can see.

      “Do you have any…sixes?” I ask, and Cole shakes his head but I narrow my eyes. He grins and I jump over the table, leaning on the cards, and grab his.

      “Aha!” I shout, holding them in the air when I spot the six.

      Laughing, he grabs my hands and holds them still as he plucks the cards from my grasp. My laughter trails off when I notice how close we are. His eyes drop to my lips when I lick them before I sit back in my seat, trying to pretend nothing happened.

      I feel Rob’s eyes on me as he watches Cole and I play. Lowering my card from our abandoned game, I smile at him.

      “You should play with us,” I comment, smiling shyly at him.

      “I’d play with you.” He puts emphasis on the words so I know he isn’t talking about cards, before he sniggers and my mouth drops open as Cole laughs as well.

      “Who wouldn’t?” Cole replies, and I spin my gaze to him, unsure what to say, but luckily Cooper drops into his chair, interrupting us.

      Jacob plops into his seat, playing with something.

      “Well, my phone’s about to die. Who votes we listen to some music before it does?” Jacob asks, glaring at the black phone in his hands.

      “Yes! Dance off!” Cooper hollers when music starts blaring from the phone. Cole grabs a cup and places the phone in it, making the music louder, and Cooper jumps to his feet, downing his drink as he starts winding his hips. Spinning in a circle, his eyes land on me, and he gestures for me to join him. I don’t know if it’s the alcohol, or if I just don’t care anymore, but I get up and surprise him when I wrap my arms around his neck. His expression turns serious for once as he recovers from his surprise, putting his arms around my waist and pulling me flush against his body.

      We dance for a few minutes, losing ourselves to the music until I feel someone behind me, their chest brushing against my back as they begin to move with the music. Their hands land on my waist and spin me so I can see who I’m dancing with, and grin as I see Rob.

      Placing my arms around his neck I sway against him, not all that surprised when Cooper continues to dance behind me, pressing up against my back. I realize with a smile that I’m not the slightest bit ashamed that I’m dancing with two guys at the same time, and that’s liberating. The outside world would care, but they aren’t here, and right now I want to have fun. Letting the alcohol, and sensations in my heart and belly lead me, I let go of my sensibilities and sway my hips to the music. Enjoying the feeling of several sets of eyes watching me.

      It ignites something within me, something I hadn’t truly known I’d needed. When Rob leans down, I let him. He kisses me, not softly or unsure like I expected, but hard and fast. All tangling tongues and clashing teeth, both of us trying to forget, using each other. Our bodies are still winding together as hands slip up my stomach from behind until they cup my breasts, making me gasp and pull back from Rob.

      “Keep going. It’s hot,” Cooper whispers into my ear, before nibbling down my neck as his hands continue to explore my body. I moan from his touch, but a noise in the corner of the room has me looking around and freezing when I see Jacob. His expression turns into a frown as he sees me looking at him, Cooper and Rob continuing as if we are the only ones in the room.

      “Didn’t you hear him? He said keep going.” Jacob’s rough, commanding voice sends a jolt through me, providing me with the reassurance I hadn’t known I needed to continue.

      Turning back to Rob I kiss him firmly. Knowing that we’re being watched is a huge turn on, making me need their touch even more. Feeling Cooper’s erection pressing against my ass, combined with his hands tweaking my nipples through the fabric of my clothes and Rob’s kisses, makes me feel like I’m about to combust. I feel alive for the first time since the bombs dropped and it’s addictive. If I can taste life through their hands and mouth, I plan to make sure I make the most of it before we die.

      Dropping my hands from Rob’s neck, I place one on his chest and use the other to open the waistband of his pants, sliding my hand past his underwear until I find his cock. A groan escapes his lips as I wrap my hand around him, giving him a couple of strokes, and enjoying the feel of his hardness in my hands. Cooper groans into my neck, biting down lightly on the sensitive flesh there until I’m pushing back into his stiffness.

      “What? No time for us?” Cole jokes, and I lift my head and turn it until I see him sitting back at the table. His legs spread as he sips his drink, watching us.

      Their burning gazes and hard bodies propel me forward and add to my confidence, so I split from my place between Cooper and Rob and strut over to Cole. I straddle his lap and he grunts in surprise, and grabbing my hips to keep me still as I lean down and kiss him.

      He chases after me as I consume him, but I stutter when a hand sweeps the hair from my neck and kisses the newly exposed skin, sending shivers of delight through me. “Where’s my kiss?” Jacob asks, kissing my shoulder from behind.

      He grabs my hair and uses it to turn my head, pulling my lips from Cole’s. Blinking, I groan when he kisses me hard. He dominates my mouth, sweeping in and staking his claim. Cole’s hands move up my back, sliding under my shirt and stroking my skin, before he undoes my bra. Still kissing Jacob, I slide the straps down my arm and it drops in the front of my top. Groaning into Jacob’s mouth, I arch into Cole when his hands run slide to the front of my body and cup my now free breasts, twisting and tweaking my nipples until I’m panting and have to pull away from Jacob’s mouth.

      He twists my head back to Cole and kisses down my shoulder, before grabbing the bottom of my shirt and pulling. Lifting my hands, I let him yank it over my head until I sit half naked in Cole’s lap.

      Gasping, my eyes flutter shut and my head falls back when Cole locks his mouth over one of my nipples. I hear the others moving around, but I reach up and lock my hands on the back of Cole’s head.

      I hear whispering and I open my eyes. Squealing, I whirl in the air as Jacob picks me up and deposits me on a mattress that wasn't there before. Placing his hand in the center of my chest, he pushes until I bounce down onto my back.

      Before I can sit up, they are all on me. Jacob makes quick work of undoing my jeans and Cooper grabs one leg and Jacob grabs the other, shimmying them off until I’m in nothing but my panties. Rob turns my head, kissing me again as Cole’s mouth goes back to my breasts until I’m moaning into Rob’s mouth.

      It’s too much, too much sensation everywhere, and I can’t concentrate on one for too long. Hands run up both legs as someone grabs my panties and slowly peels them down. Rob pulls away from my mouth and I look down at Jacob who sits at my feet, his eyes running over my bare, exposed skin. Cole is still laving my breasts, and Cooper is running his hands up my legs until he dips between my thighs and pushes them open.

      Someone makes an appreciative humming noise, and Cooper starts kissing along the insides of my thighs before working his way up to my pussy. A moan leaves my lips as he flicks my clit with his tongue, my eyes sliding closed as the sensations overwhelm me.

      “Eyes open,” Jacob calls out.

      Opening my eyes, I look over at him and bite down on my lip at the sight that greets me. Jacob is naked, his hand wrapped around his cock as he lazily strokes himself, his eyes locked on me as three other guys worship my body.

      Turning my head, I see that Rob is watching me with hungry eyes, his pants still half open from where I’d been trying to free him earlier. Reaching up, I slide my hand past his waistband and stroke him again, smiling as he throws his head back in ecstasy. The sight of him biting his own lip as I work him, coupled with Cooper’s mouth, has me moaning again and arching into their touch. Rob stiffens next to me and groans as he finds his release, his come landing across my stomach. Cole takes this moment to slide a finger inside me, making me gasp as he slides in a second. It doesn't take long for my orgasm to build with Cooper biting and sucking at my nipples, and Cole sucking on my clit while finger fucking me. I come apart when Cole slides another finger inside me, my eyes closing in ecstasy.

      Once I’ve ridden out my waves of pleasure I open my eyes to see Rob watching with a satisfied, sleepy look on his face, and Cole and Cooper surrounding me, their hands touching me.

      “You closed your eyes.” Jacob’s voice is hard, but I hear a teasing tone in there. “You’re going to be punished for that. Turn her over,” he orders Cooper, who does as instructed.

      Before I know it I’ve been flipped over so I’m on my hands and knees, Cooper behind me, rubbing the tip of his cock against my entrance, using my juices to lube himself up. Cole comes around so he’s kneeling in front of me, holding his cock in his hand, gently pumping it. Licking my lips I eagerly take his cock into my mouth, savoring the groan that escapes him. Cooper takes this moment to push his cock into me and it’s my turn to moan. Stilling, he lets me adjust to his size until I start thrusting back, needing him to pound into me, to which he obliges. Timing their thrusts, I take Cole deep into my mouth, hollowing my cheeks as I suck, making sure to flick the head of his cock just as he’s about to leave my mouth. Between them, I feel my orgasm building up again shockingly quick. I’ve never been one of those women who can have multiple orgasms, perhaps I’ve just never found the right guys?

      Jacob comes around, his hand still on his cock and his eyes on me, and forces me to keep my eyes open and on him as Cole groans before exploding in my mouth. I swallow again and again as he pulls out and falls to the floor on his ass, looking pleased with himself.

      Cooper takes that moment to remind me he’s there by gripping my hips and pulling my as he thrusts in hard. Moaning, I push back, my eyes wanting to shut since I feel like I’m on the edge of a cliff, but I can’t look away from Jacob.

      Cooper swears, his hand leaving my hip and flicking my clit, sending me spiraling over the cliff as I scream my release, my pussy clamping down on him as he stills and yells behind me. He groans, collapsing on my back as we both pant, but he moves when Jacob speaks.

      “My turn.”

      I can’t help it, I drop to my front of the mattress and with a yelp, I’m flipped over and he kneels between my parted thighs.

      “You’re not through yet,” he murmurs, leaning down and hovering over me. He kisses me hard, no doubt tasting Cole in my mouth. His hand strokes down my side before grabbing my thigh and throwing it over his hip. Leaning my heel on his ass, I kick him forward and he groans into my mouth.

      Reaching between us he lines up and slowly presses inside me, stretching me, and when he reaches the hilt we both gasp and pull away. Leaning back, he pulls out slowly before ramming back in. I can’t help it, my eyes slide shut in ecstasy and the next thing I know he leans down and nips at my throat, making them fly back open.

      “Eyes on me,” he grits out, his face straining as he thrusts again, each one more powerful than before until I’m moaning beneath him, struggling to keep my eyes open.

      He tilts my hips up, hitting a spot deeper inside of me and I explode without warning, it even takes me by surprise as I wordlessly scream. His thrusts lose all control and he smashes inside of me before stilling, and coming inside me with a muted yell.

      We both collapse and my eyes close, a smile curving my lips. “Someone pass the booze,” I joke, and they all laugh.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            Day Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Rather than go back to our original rooms, we all start sleeping in the main area of the basement. It’s not like modesty or privacy even matters anymore. The next morning after our...bonding, I expected to be sore, but when I wake up and drag myself to the bathroom I burst into tears.

      The welts and red marks on my skin are spreading and more of my hair is falling out whenever I touch it. Groaning, I grip my stomach just as Rob comes sprinting in and starts throwing up in the toilet.

      Frowning, I shuffle over and pat his back, whispering comforting words to him. I look down at the toilet when he leans against the wall, perspiration dotting his head, and I freeze at the blood there. No, no, no. I thought we would have longer. I thought there would be something, anything I could do.

      Maybe that was wishful thinking, because the evidence is lying here in the toilet and dotted across our skin. We are dying.
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        * * *

      

      I took Rob back out, laid him down and sat, lost in my own thoughts, unsure how to tell them, but I have to, right? Surely they deserve to know?

      “Toni,” comes a yell, and my head snaps up to see them all looking at me.

      “Yeah?” I answer.

      Jacob frowns and Cole leans forward, sweeping a hand over my forehead. “Are you okay? We’ve been shouting for you for a while,” he tells me, looking concerned.

      Leaning into his touch, I nod and look at the floor.

      “Why don’t you just spit it out, doc.” Rob grins, looking at me with a knowing expression.

      I shake my head and his softens, he reaches out and twines our hands. “It’s okay, I already know. I did from the start, I guess I just didn't want it to be true. I guess no one ever does when faced with their mortality,” he jokes, but it falls flat.

      “What’s he talking about?” Jacob asks, and Cooper loses his smile, looking from Rob to me as Cole sits back, fear like no other on his face.

      “We are dying,” I blurt out and they all freeze, looking at me like I’m the grim reaper. “I’m sorry, I thought maybe we stood a chance being down here and not touching the contamination, but there must be a way it’s getting in or maybe it’s just too strong…” I babble before sucking in a breath. “I’m not sure, but we have radiation poisoning… and there's nothing I can do.” Getting to my feet, I start to pace but even that tires me. “There is nothing I can do!” I scream, grabbing my head but crying out when hair falls into my hand. “I can’t save us,” I sob, falling to the floor. “I’m so scared, I don’t want to die, I don’t,” I lament, curling into myself as I mumble nonsense, my head pounding from the constant headache that’s been plaguing me for the past three days.

      Arms come around me from every angle and I feel more than one set of tears hit my skin and clothes. “Shhh, it’s okay,” Jacob soothes, his voice thick. “It’s not your job to save us Toni, it never was. I’m just glad I got to spend my final days with you—with all of you,” he admits and I sob harder, shaking violently.

      “Me too, I never knew I could be this happy. Thank you for showing me what a true family looks like, even if it wasn't for long,” Cole adds, his voice choked.

      “We’ll ride it through together, make the best of however long we have left. We might be dying, but we aren't dead yet,” Cooper declares, but none of his usual exuberance is in his voice.

      “Toni, look at me,” Rob orders, and I lift my head to see him sitting before me. He wipes my face, drying my tears even as they fill his eyes. My skin burns from where he touches me, but I don’t say anything, the touch comforting. “You can’t stop death, no one can. It was coming when that first bomb hit. You made it bearable. Instead of spending our last few days scared, hungry, and alone...you brought us all together. You showed us love, laughter, and even a brotherhood I didn't know I was missing. This is not on you, we’ll face it together.” He pulls me into his arms and I press my face into his chest. “We’re all scared, but together maybe we can make that fear into something else. Death isn't the end, it’s a new beginning, because I refuse to believe this world could contain you or any of us. We’ll meet again, just not the way you were expecting,” he says strongly and I suck in a breath, his words calming me.

      I don’t know how long we spend like that, wrapped around each other, but when I wake up we are all curled up together in a puppy pile on the mattresses. I look at the clock and frown. Three PM. I look over at the radio before turning to look at Jacob’s sleeping face next to me.

      They are right—we choose how to spend our last few days and I refuse to do that gathered around a radio, praying for a miracle that will never come. No, I will spend that time in their arms, reaching for the happiness I didn’t know before them.

      We die together, the way we might if we had a chance at life.
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            Day Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning I wake up in their arms. Slipping and leaving them asleep, I find myself in the room I spent the first night. The walk is painful, my muscles screaming at me to rest, to lie down. My useless phone is still on the side and I perch on the bed, hesitating before unlocking it.

      My one regret is not being able to say goodbye to my family—but maybe I can.

      Pressing the video button, I turn it so I can see myself, and I grimace at my appearance but force in a breath. “Hi, I don’t know if anyone will ever see this or find this. I guess that’s not why I’m doing it. My name is Toni Adams. I was caught just outside one of the blasts. I found shelter in an old farm basement, this is…day ten, and I have radiation poisoning.

      “Daddy, I just wanted to say goodbye. I don’t know if you’re alive, I pray that you aren't so that you don’t have to experience this horrible death, but if you are, if by some miracle you’ve survived, then I want you to know that I love you. I never said it enough and I never thanked you for raising me to be so strong and independent. Mommy, I love you too. I know I was away a lot and it broke your heart—for that I’m sorry. I love you both.” Licking my lips I look away as the tears start again, but this isn’t about sadness, it’s about closure. “I met someone.” I snort, wiping my nose on my arm. “More than one someone Daddy, you would hate them.” I laugh. “No, at first you would, but they would charm you. Jacob with his silent protectiveness, Rob with his sweet strong words, Cole with his mind and soft broken side, and Cooper. Cooper would have you laughing before you know it. I’m so glad I met them Daddy, I want you to know I’m not alone. That…that I didn’t die alone. I died happy, I found something in this basement I never knew I needed, I just wish I could survive to see it grow. I—” Looking away I breathe deeply, my voice is growing hoarse, but I carry on. “I found love, I guess all those stupid songs I used to laugh at were true. The strangest places, eh?” I joke, shaking my head when I see how low my battery is. “I have to go, my phone is about to die. I just needed you to know all that, and that...that I will see you again. I love you, always and forever in this world or the next.” Pressing the end record button, I drop my phone to my lap, a sad but satisfied smile curling my lips.

      “You are so strong,” Cole says, and I look up to see him watching me from the doorway.

      “I’m terrified,” I clarify, and laugh harshly.

      “Good, it means you’re human. Come on, we are going to get drunk and play board games until we pass out. No sadness here today,” he orders, his lawyer voice on.

      Grinning, I get to my feet, my phone still in my hand. “Yes, sir. Will the court allow me to pee first?” I tease and he grins.

      “Yes, but hurry Miss Adams or you will have a punishment waiting.” He winks and leaves as I laugh, following after him but remembering my phone at the last moment. Looking down at it, I switch it off and place it on the made bed. My goodbyes and life stored in that device. I might not have made a huge difference in the world. I wasn't a president, I wasn't an Olympian, but I was alive and my story will live on. Even when I don’t, I made sure of it.
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        * * *

      

      “No!” I yell, laughter in my voice as they shove another shot at me. It turns out I’m terrible at strip/drink/monopoly. Cooper made the game up and they are all ganging up on me. A wide smile stretches my face and I nearly fall from my chair laughing as Cooper climbs to his feet on the chair and starts thrusting his junk at Jacob, who just eyes him in disgust before looking over at me with a pleading look.

      “I don’t know why you think he’s going to listen to me!” I say with a laugh. Cooper does what Cooper wants, and nothing me or Jacob says is going to stop him. He does it all out of love though, all to make us laugh, and he’s succeeding, even though our smiles get weaker by the day.

      “Come on Toni, take it off,” Cole chimes in, reminding me that I just lost another round. Throwing back the shot, I grimace as the alcohol stings my sore gums before reaching behind me to undo my bra. Dropping it to the floor I look up to see four eyes glued on my body.

      Jacob pushes up from his seat at the table, stalking toward me with a predatory look in his eyes. When he reaches my side he wraps his arms around me and picks me up, carrying me to the mattress where we all sleep. Rob and Cooper get up and follow us, kneeling down by my side. I glance over at Cole and see him leaning back in his chair, his hand already wrapped around his cock as he watches us. A hunger fills his tired eyes as he smiles at me, sensing my concerned look.

      “I’m perfectly happy watching Toni, don’t worry about me,” he reassures me, and before I have time to respond Jacob presses hungry kisses to my mouth. I open my lips with a groan, welcoming him. I kneel up so I can wrap my arms around his neck, leaning into him as we kiss. Cooper and Rob start easing my underwear down, kissing down my hips and legs as they remove them.

      Someone slides their hand up my inner thigh until it comes to my pussy, stroking my clit until I’m moaning into Jacob’s mouth. Another set of hands cups my breasts, tweaking at my nipples until they are stiff. A finger slides into my pussy just as a mouth closes over my nipples. The sensations are nearly overwhelming, and Jacob is keeping my gaze and my mouth occupied, so I don’t know who’s touching me where.

      Someone moves away and I feel them positioning themselves behind me, lining their dick up against my entrance before pushing in with a groan. Our sex isn’t as rough and frantic as it was the first time, more gentle now but no less passionate. I feel like I’m being completely consumed by these guys. I can tell that it’s Cooper behind me from the noises he’s making, not quite words, but enough for me to know it’s him. His rhythm starts to falter and his thrusts become faster, driving me to an orgasm, but before I reach it I feel him stiffen as he comes inside me.

      He pulls away, falling to my side, and Jacob finally pulls back just as I see Rob take his place before me. He kisses me softly, pulling me into his arms as we tumble to the mattress below us, me on top.

      He smiles softly at me, his eyes entrapping me as he leans up, cupping my cheek and kissing me, showing me everything he can’t say.

      Lifting my hips I feel between us, and when I wrap my hand around his cock, he groans into my mouth. Lining him up, I slowly sink down his length. We both groan, our mouths parting as he hits that spot inside of me. Still allowing myself to adjust to his size, I start to rock slowly back and forth. He grabs my hips and helps me along before a second set of hands land on my hips from behind.

      Rob’s hands leave my waist and travel up my body until he cups my swaying breasts, tweaking my nipples. I groan, sitting up and throwing my head back, my eyes closed in pleasure. Jacob’s hands help lift and drop me onto Rob’s cock until I’m moaning between them. They soon work me back up again and with a scream, I come hard, seeing stars. Rob groans, following me as we both still, shaking from the force of the orgasm rippling through us like we’re connected.

      Falling to Rob’s chest, he holds my head, whispering sweet nothings to me as he pulls out of my still pulsing pussy. I scream when another cock replaces his, Jacob thrusting into me without a warning. My pussy throbs, clamping on him as I whine into Rob’s chest.

      He holds me there as Jacob fucks me from behind, his hands massaging my ass cheeks before slapping them lightly. The stinging, mixed with the pleasure of his cock dragging over my nerves with each thrust, has me soon pushing back into him. I can hear Cole’s moans of pleasure and when I glance over, I see him pumping his cock, his eyes glued to us. When he notices me watching him, it pushes him over the edge as he finds release. A slap to my ass makes me yelp, Jacob pulling my attention back to him as he continues to pound into me. He rains down punishing slaps that have me melting into Rob’s chest, the mix of pain and pleasure doing things to me until noises are leaving my mouth continually of their own accord.

      He pulls his hand from my ass and when he slaps my clit, I come with a scream, my pussy clamping down on him and making him yell as his hips stutter and still. Once the pleasure has been wrung from my orgasm, we drop down onto the mattress, curled around each other.

      At some point Cole joins us, all of them touching some part of my body. We fall asleep that way, curled around each other, blissfully ignorant at that moment of what was happening to our bodies.
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            Day Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I wake up to the noise of hacking coughs and someone gasping. My training kicks in and my eyes fly open as I bolt upright, searching the room. Cole is over to the side, where he obviously crawled away from the mattress. His chest is red and raw, like an open wound, but his face is turning blue as blood splatters on the floor while he coughs, and it’s obvious he can’t catch his breath. I rush over, patting his back and turning him to the side as I press my hand to his back, feeling useless. I talk to him, whispering nothings until finally he manages to catch his breath, the coughing leaving him gasping in my arms.

      Holding him to my chest, tears fill my eyes. We’re deteriorating and fast. I look over at the others before laying Cole down gently on the floor. Crawling over, I gasp at the raw and painful feeling of my skin. It feels like I have a burn all over and it's too tight for my body. I’m struggling to catch my breath, and just moving back over to the mattress has me tired.

      I shake Cooper’s shoulder, who is the closest, but he doesn't react. “Cooper,” I gasp, my voice rough and painful to use. He doesn’t even flinch and I shake him harder, my breathing seesawing into my damaged lungs.

      “Cooper,” I cry out and he groans, and my heart stops racing as he cracks open his eyes. They are bloodshot and slightly yellow, it has me freezing next to him as he finds me, and a watered down, pain filled smile curling his lips.

      “Everything okay, doc?” he slurs and I nod, smiling even as I choke back tears. I check on Jacob and Rob next. They aren’t much better, and as soon as Rob wakes up he’s vomiting blood again.

      We don’t have much time. I can almost feel it moving through my body, killing me. I’m shutting down and we don’t have that long left. I’m used to seeing death in my line of work, almost to the point where I can sense when someone is about to die, and right now I know that it’s nearly our time to go. I find myself contemplating this. I’m not as scared to die as I thought I would be, even compared to a few days ago, I’m more afraid for the guys than I am for me. Looking around the basement I find that I don’t want to die down here. Mind made up, all I have to do is convince the others. I will see the world once again, I will face it on my own terms.

      With them at my side.
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            Day Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Staring at the basement door, I reach out and grasp the hands closest to me.

      “Are you sure?” Rob coughs, and when I look over I spot his pale, haggard face.

      I nod, my voice almost broken. “Yes,” I croak. “I want to see the world one more time, I refuse to die down here, hiding and scared.” I finish on a coughing fit, and when I look down at my shirt, I spot the blood splattered there.

      Before I can no longer move I walk up the stairs. Jacob has to half carry Cooper and they stumble out into the corridor of the house. Walking alone to the front door, I feel them behind me. This is my decision, they would follow me. No hesitations, I grab the door handle and suck in a deep breath before turning it and opening the door.

      The world looks the same and not the same, if that makes any sense. Everything is how we left it, but it seems...darker...more destroyed. Like I can taste the decay and poison in the air.

      The breeze sweeps past, no doubt carrying fallout and debris, but I suck it down anyway knowing it will be my last time tasting the summer air of this world. Descending the porch steps, I pass Cole’s car and continue on into the field on the left.

      Panting and in pain, I force one step in front of the other even though my body wants to fail. When I reach the tree I spotted when we first drove up I stop, looking up at the branches.

      Turning, I see them struggling across the field to me before they all fall to the ground, turning on their backs to face the sky. Cole’s breathing is the worst and I know he’s the closest to death. Forcing myself to move, I kiss every one of them one last time. They taste like blood and death, but a kiss has never been so bittersweet.

      Crumpling to the ground in the middle of them, I reach out and pull them as close as I can. We make a little puppy pile, all of us waiting for death.

      “I love you, I love you all,” I breathe out, my voice raw.

      “Love,” cough, “you,” Cole adds.

      “Ditto.” Cooper tries to joke, gasping, “Apart from Jacob.”

      “Love yo—” Rob ends in a hacking cough that doesn't seem to stop.

      “I love you,” Jacob heaves.

      Smiling, I close my eyes and let the sun heat my face while I smile at the sky. Reaching over, I grab the hands closest to me.

      The world is silent around us, the breeze brushing my face, and a tear slips out of my eye when I realize I can’t hear the guys anymore.

      Life will go on without us—love will go on.

      I never knew love could be this quick or deep, but I wouldn’t change my final days for a longer life. In that short space of time, I got to experience what true happiness and caring felt like. My days after the bombs have been amazing. I died knowing the love of four wonderful men, it might not be the life I wanted, but it's the life I got and that’s okay. It’s my last thought as everything fades to blackness.
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        Today is the day Kyra and her best friends leave the nuclear fallout bunker they’ve called home for the last two years.

        They don’t know what to expect when they go above ground.

        But one thing’s for sure ... nothing will ever be the same again.
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        Day 731

      

      

      Today we leave the bunker. Marisol is scared, as usual. Not me. I’m itching to see daylight, to stand and inhale fresh air (even if it is toxic). The guys are playing it cool, but I can tell Denver and Cavendish are worried. So much has changed. The world as we know it. Our future. 

      Us. 

      Our parents locked us away down here as kids, afraid and innocent. But we’re no longer those people. Two years living in an underground bunker will do that to a person. It’s a miracle we haven’t turned on one another. If anything, we’re stronger. And we’ll need to be.

      If Dad was right about everything, then the worst isn’t behind us.

      It’s out there.

      Waiting for us.

      

      Wish us luck.

      K.
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        * * *

      

      “Have you got everything?” Cavendish asked me as I methodically packed my items into my backpack. Tinned goods, numerous hunting knives, water, sunblock (not that I expected it to do much good), blankets, and of course, my journal. My crossbow was propped up against the door, ready for when we finally left. Which should have been twenty damn minutes ago if it wasn’t for Marisol having yet another panic attack. She was my best friend, but Christ, the girl needed some Xanax. Two years locked underground in a bunker, fully equipped to withstand a nuclear fallout, had done nothing for the girl’s nerves. 

      “I think so. Do we have enough water?” I glanced over Cavendish’s shoulder to where Denver, Zephyr, and Miles were helping one another suit up. 

      “As much as we can carry.” His lips thinned, the reality of what we were about to do etched into the lines around his whisky-brown eyes. Cavendish was like me; eager to go above ground, to find out just how bad things were. But he was a thinker. He liked to consider the options, weigh up the risks. Me, not so much. I preferred to act first, ask questions later. 

      “Hey.” I grabbed his arm, hardly surprised by the muscle I felt. He should have been thin and scrawny after two years living on nothing but canned tuna, and beans, and tasteless porridge. But the guys had kept fit, working out daily with Zephyr, and downing protein shakes like they were going out of fashion.

      “It’s going to be okay. The SOS call was good. Denver traced its location,” I said. “There are only eighty miles between us and Subterranea.”

      “I wish I had your faith, Kyra.” He smiled weakly and my stomach dipped. 

      “It’s not faith, Cav. I just... I have to tell myself Subterranea is real; that there’s hope.”

      Because without hope what else was there?

      I’d spent my whole childhood watching our parents live in fear; for our planet, for their children’s futures.

      Our future.

      I wasn’t born when the first solar flare happened. I wasn’t alive to see the news coverage of the solar event that would lead to the single most catastrophic event in our history. But I’d been born into the devastation; we all had. 

      “I know, Ky, I know.” He covered my hand with his own and squeezed gently, his intimate touch setting off butterflies in my stomach. Cavendish was one of my best friends, but somewhere over the last few months, things had begun to change. Heated looks, subtle touches. There had been one or two almost kisses too, but for the sake of the group we’d resisted the growing attraction between us.

      “We’ll make it,” he sighed.

      Damn right we would. Because there was no other option. 

      Our parents had equipped the bunker with enough supplies to last us for two years. We’d conserved water and food where we could, but time was up. If we didn’t leave now, we would die down here. A slow, painful death.

      And I refused to let that be our legacy.

      “You should go talk to her,” Cav said, flicking his head to where Marisol sat rigid, staring off into space. 

      With a muted grumble, I gave him a tight nod and made my way over to my best friend. “Mari,” I said softly. “We need to go. Are you ready?”

      “I- I can’t do it, Kyra. I don’t think I can go.” Her voice trembled as an ugly sob tore through her. Marisol was the baby of group. Barely seventeen, she’d grown up surrounded by people who did everything for her. Me, her brother Miles, and the rest of the guys.

      “You don’t have a choice,” I said, firmer this time. “We have to leave the bunker. If we don’t, we’ll die before the month’s out.” Our ventilation system had reached critical. Our food stores were depleted, save the goods we had stowed for today. And water was just as sparse.

      “Perhaps we could go look for more supplies? There might be—”

      “Mari, look at me.” Sitting down beside her, I took her slim hand in mine. “We have to leave. It’s our only shot at survival.” 

      Her glossy eyes slid to mine, silent tears streaking down her cheeks. “Aren’t you scared?”

      “Terrified,” I admitted, not because I gave credence to my fear, but because I knew she needed to hear it. “But it’s time to go above ground.”

      She gave me a little nod, swiping her tears away. “O- okay.” Her lip quivered. “I’m ready.”

      “Atta girl.” I patted her knee. “Get your pack and don’t forget your scarf.”

      We didn’t know what to expect outside. Dad; and Mr. Marten, Cavendish’s father; had equipped the bunker with a Geiger counter that was hooked up to probes on the surface so we could track the radiation levels above ground. Over the last few months, levels had finally begun to stabilize, but we knew whatever we found out there wouldn’t be good.

      The last solar flare—that led to our parents stowing us away inside the bunker—should have been end game. But thanks to some space engineering I still didn’t really understand, scientists had managed to re-route Earth’s orbit around the sun, putting our small planet just outside of the fry-zone. Earth had survived, but we wouldn’t know the scope of the damage until we went above ground. And since no one had come to get us yet… well, we were under no illusions about what we’d find when we finally opened the hatch.

      Marisol got up and went to retrieve her scarf, looping it around her head twice and then around her neck. Mine was already bunched around my shoulders, ready to pull over my head before we left. Thanks to the Government’s introduction of the mithridatism program, we all had some natural resistance to gamma rays, but no one could predict how resistant we would be until exposure.

      “Everyone ready?” Zephyr was hovering at the door leading to the small hallway. Beyond that was the airlock and then the stairs leading to the hatch and our freedom.

      Freedom.

      I rolled the word around my tongue. I wanted to believe leaving the bunker was the right thing to do—our only shot at survival—but Marisol had a point. Maybe we were trading one death for another.

      At least this way though, we would die trying.
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        * * *

      

      The first thing I noticed was the heat. It hit my well-wrapped body like an inferno. Squinting behind my sunglasses, I scanned the surrounding area. What was once a built-up suburban neighborhood was now a charred barren desert, scattered with ruins of what once was.

      “Holy shit,” Zephyr whistled between his teeth, his chest pressed against my back as we took in our new reality. “It really did wipe out everything.”

      “The good news is radiation levels are stable,” Miles came up beside us, holding the hand-held radiation monitor.

      “That doesn’t look good though.” Denver pointed to the sky.

      “Fuck,” Zeph hissed.

      “Dad always said it would be spectacular,” my voice quivered. The sun was no longer a divine circle of light, but an angry giant fireball that looked impossibly close.

      “Spectacular and fucking terrifying,” Cav grumbled. “It looks ready to blow at any second.”

      “Yeah, well,” Zeph brushed past me. “No use standing around debating things out of our control. Subterranea is an eighty-mile hike, we should get going.” He checked the map and took off, Marisol and Denver hot on his heels.

      Cavendish strode up to me, his hand brushing mine. “You okay?” I couldn’t see his eyes from behind his glasses, but I knew if I could, there would be concern glittering in his whisky irises.

      “I’m good.” I swallowed thickly as my eyes did a final sweep of what was left of our hometown. So much loss and destruction. Grief hit me so hard it hurt to breathe. We’d lost everyone. Our parents had given up their lives for us to live. No child should have to carry that burden, but here we were.

      “Hey.” His fingers slid against mine, pulling me back to him. “We can do this,” he said.

      Nodding, I pulled my hand free and forced a smile. “I know. I just—”

      “Yeah. Me too.”

      “Hey, you two,” Zeph called. “Coming?”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Cavendish muttered. “Keep your dick on.”

      I smothered a laugh. Zephyr, as the eldest of us, liked to think himself the leader. He’d spent weeks planning our route east to Macoby where Subterranea was, preparing rations, and re-reading everything he could on the effects of the solar flare on the Earth. We all had our roles to play, and Zephyr Dalton was our fearless leader.

      “Play nice,” I whispered, shooting Cav a knowing smirk. But he caught me off-guard, snagging my hand and tugging me toward him.

      “Nice?” He grinned, staring down at me. “I can do nice.” Before I could stop him, he pressed his lips to mine, slipping his tongue into my mouth, and kissing me hard.

      “Cavendish,” I scolded, slamming my hands against his chest. “What the hell—”

      His dark blond brow rose with amusement. “Come on, K, it’s been a long time coming.”

      “I…” I didn’t know what to say to that, and he didn’t stick around for me to formulate a reply, taking off after the others. Zephyr chose that exact moment to glance back, his hard eyes locking with mine. A shiver rolled up my spine; he looked so intense. Had he seen Cavendish kiss me?

      Would he care if he had?

      Stuffing down my confusing thoughts, I shot him a clipped smile and picked up my pace. We had a lot of ground to cover.

      And no time for distractions.

      We walked for two miles in relative comfort. Everyone except for Marisol was excited to be above ground. But somewhere into the third mile, Denver said, “Rest stop?”

      “Already?” Zeph said. “We’ve barely covered three miles.”

      “Yeah, well, we’re not all GI fucking Joe like you,” Denver quipped back as he pulled off his pack and dropped down on a rock, retrieving a water decanter. There was every chance it was once the foundations of a building, maybe a house or store, but it was easier to pretend otherwise. He took a long pull on the decanter then poured some water over his unruly dark-brown hair, shaking it out, sending spray flying everywhere.

      “I told you to train harder. We don’t have time to dawdle.” Zeph grumbled, pulling out his map and studying it closely.

      Denver offered me his water, and I took it, only allowing myself a couple of sips, fighting the urge to tip the whole thing over my overheated body, before handing it back. “Thanks.”

      He nodded. “How’s she holding up?” He flicked his head over to Marisol who was nibbling the pad of her thumb.

      “She’s… Mari.”

      “And what about you? How are you doing?”

      “It’s been a couple of hours. Ask me again in a few days.”

      “Touché.” He grinned. “I thought coming up would remove the stick from his ass, but I guess some things will never change.”

      “Denver,” I warned just as Cavendish joined us, standing close enough that our shoulders brushed.

      “He’s right, Ky. Zephyr needs to lighten up. We have a long way to go.”

      Rolling my eyes, I left them to their own devices while I went to see if Zephyr needed anything. “Hey,” I said.

      He stiffened, folding the map back up and stuffing it in his pack. “Hey.” His eyes were narrowed, his expression cool as he looked at me.

      “Are we on course?”

      “I think so. It’s hard to know since the Earth’s magnetic field is shot to pieces. But the terrain looks familiar. See,” he pointed at some mountains in the far distance, “That’s Cheyenne Mountain. Macoby is beyond that.”

      “I see it.”

      “We should try to cover as much ground as possible before nightfall.”

      “If there’s a night anymore,” I corrected.

      His lips thinned. “Either way, we’ll need to rest at some point. I’m hoping we find somewhere to take shelter. If not, it’ll have to be the tents.”

      “Camping, yay.” I fist-pumped the air, earning me a rare Zephyr Dalton smile.

      “Kyra, listen, I—”

      “Are we doing this, or what?” Denver and Cavendish strolled up to us, Denver clapping Zeph around the shoulder. He ducked out of his best friend’s hold and gave the three of us a stern look.

      “Hey, guys,” Miles and Marisol joined us. “Mari has a question.”

      “What?” Zephyr barked a little harshly, making her flinch.

      “I, uh, what do we do if we need to pee?”

      “Do you need to pee, Mari?” he softened his voice, and I loved him for it. Marisol wasn’t like the rest of us. Sometimes she needed handling with kiddie gloves.

      “Y- yeah.” Her gaze darted to the ground, color creeping up her neck and into her cheeks.

      “You’ll have to do what the rest of us do, I’m afraid. Find some privacy and do your business. But here,” Zeph dug around in his pack and pulled out a wad of tissue paper. “Take this.”

      “I… thanks.” Her blush deepened as her gaze flicked to her brother.

      Miles rolled his eyes. “Come on, let’s get this over with.” The two of them stalked off toward a pile of rubble.

      “Do you think she’s up to this?” Denver asked, watching them disappear around the ruins.

      “She has no choice,” I answered, hating myself for wondering if he was right.
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        Day 733

      

      

      We’ve been walking for two days and it’s hard not to feel despondent. There’s nothing. Just charred ruins upon charred ruins. We thought we’d found a lucky break in the form of a half-standing gas station, but when Zephyr and Cav went to look around, the remainder of the building had caved in on them. Luckily, they got out before the whole place came down, but it was a close call.

      Marisol is taking things better than I thought she would. She and Miles walk close together, heads bowed, talking in hushed voices, and I know he’s carrying most of her heavier items. I haven’t said anything to Zephyr though; it’s not worth it.

      We’re hoping to reach Macoby in ten days. But it’s tougher than we expected. The heat is the worst. Today, I had to take off my jacket. Zephyr almost lost his shit when I began stripping out of the damn thing, but I felt like I couldn’t breathe, and Miles said the radiation levels were stable. My skin didn’t blister, but that’s probably thanks to the copious amounts of sunblock I’m slathered in. Tomorrow, he wants me to wear my jacket again, but I’m not sure I will. For now, I’m going to enjoy the slight reprieve it brings me.

      Anyway, I should probably go. They want to start moving again.

      K.
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        * * *

      

      On the fourth day, after a hard morning: the heat insufferable, the road hard beneath our feet; we’d stumbled across another building. Not that building accurately described the dilapidated ruins. We were about to unburden ourselves of our packs and take a short break when Marisol grabbed my arm. “Oh my god, what is that?” she whisper-shrieked, her voice dripping fear and disbelief. 

      The creature hissed, a forked tongue lashing out between jagged teeth. 

      “It’s a Gamma-Mut,” Zephyr said, inching in front of me and Mari. “No one make any sudden movements.”

      Tension rippled around us, making my heart hammer in my chest.

      “I can’t figure out if it’s a dog or some kind of small horse,” Denver said, as if that was the most important thing here.

      “Whatever it is; it looks hungry.” Miles pushed closer to his sister, a hunting knife in his hand. 

      The mut snarled, slobber flying into the air, a bone-chilling hacking sound rattling in its chest. 

      “Do we fight or run?” I asked quietly, slowly bringing my hand to my crossbow. Dad had warned us the gamma radiation might cause mutations, but hearing about it and seeing it were two very different things. Because nothing could have prepared my eyes for this.

      Nothing.

      “Kyra,” Cavendish warned, but I didn’t take my eyes off the beast, I couldn’t. Everything about it was wrong. It looked like it had been sliced and diced and pieced back together with the leftovers. Dried crusty blood stuck to his thick neck, blisters oozing sticky black-red pus. Its eyes were misaligned, one popping out of the socket. And its body; fuck, its body was swollen and distorted. It was the thing nightmares were made of, but one thing stuck out above all the others. Despite its physical appearance, the mut looked well-fed. Fat, even. Which meant it was finding something to live off. 

      “It doesn’t look starving,” I added.

      “Ky, it looks ready to tear us limb from limb.”

      “I see that, jackass,” I grumbled. “But look at it, really look at it. It’s well-fed. Which means—”

      “Fuck.”

      “Yeah, fuck.” I unshouldered my crossbow and nocked an arrow, my finger poised on the trigger.

      “Kyra,” Zephyr growled. “Fucking stand down.” 

      “There’s only one. We should—”

      Two more muts appeared from behind the ruins.

      “You were saying?” Denver shot me a bemused smile as he unsheathed his hunting knife, the steel glinting in the blinding sun, and suddenly, the years of survival training with our parents didn’t seem so stupid.

      Marisol’s hand shot out, grabbing mine. “Mari,” I soothed. “You need to pull yourself together okay? They can probably smell your—”

      One of the muts lunged and Zephyr readied his knife, but I was quicker; shucking out of Mari’s hold and releasing the trigger. The arrow sailed through the air, piercing the beast’s flank. A pained howl filled the air and the other muts began barking and snarling. 

      “Nice shot, Ky,” Cav said. “But you might want to sink a few more—” The mut righted itself and went for Zephyr, but he rolled away, swiping his blade through the air, straight into the beast’s head. “Run,” he yelled, and Miles grabbed Marisol, the two of them taking off toward the road. 

      “Ky, go!”

      But I was too busy firing arrows into the other two muts. Strong hands wrapped around me, dragging me away. “Denver, get the hell off me,” I snapped. 

      “No heroics today, hot stuff.” 

      Zephyr and Cavendish were fending off the last remaining mut. The thing bucked and hissed when Cav took out its legs, blood spurting everywhere. 

      “Go!” he yelled, and this time, I did run. I ran until my lungs burned and my muscles hurt. When we finally reached Miles and Marisol, relief sank into every corner of me. Until Marisol screamed, the ear-splitting noise drowning out the familiar snarl of Gamma-Muts.

      “Run,” I shouted. But it was too late. The thing rushed Mari, sending her body flying backwards. Panic flashed in Miles’ eyes and then he was charging the beast, his knife drawn, his pained battle cry echoing around us.

      “MILES, WAIT...”

      He ignored my shrill plea, throwing himself onto the back of the mut and plunging his blade into its thick hide, sending blood spraying into the air.

      “Holy shit,” Denver rushed to Mari’s side, but another mut appeared. It all happened so quickly. One minute, Mari was lying unmoving on the ground; the next, her body was being ravaged by sharp teeth and monster paws. 

      “MARI!”

      “Oh no you don’t.” Cavendish hooked his arm around me and spun me into his chest, burying my face there. My fists curled into his jacket as the awful sounds filled the air. Bone cracking, blood spilling. Soft tissue being torn apart; like a pack of wolves fighting over their kill.

      Bile rushed up my throat as I began to sob, pained tremors racking through me. Then Miles’ agonized moans started, and I knew he’d also fallen. Cavendish moved us until we were secreted behind the wreckage of a building. “Ssh,” he whispered, cupping the back of my head. 

      But I couldn’t speak even if I tried. Mari was gone. Miles too. Our group of six had just become four. 

      And part of me died right alongside them.
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        * * *

      

      “How is she?” Zephyr asked Cavendish. After he and Denver had killed the remaining Gamma-Muts, they salvaged what they could from Mari and Miles—their packs; Mari’s locket, which I strung around my neck; and Miles’ favorite knife—before digging shallow graves for what was left of them. We’d all stood there, silent and shocked as Denver said a few words. Then we’d put as much distance between us and that godforsaken gravesite as we could.

      My feet were blistered, my skin was sticky and sore, and my eyes were drier than the scorched barren wasteland we now called home. I wanted nothing more than to sit under a cool shower and wash off the events of the day. But running water was a luxury we no longer had. The guys had left me with a water decanter and some dried berries while they set about erecting our camp for the night. It wasn’t until Cavendish came to get me, that I realized they had only built one of our tents.

      “Zephyr thought it would be safer if we all stayed together tonight,” he said in response to my raised brow.

      “Fine.” I traipsed inside, pulling my jacket off my waist before kicking off my boots. “Christ, that feels good,” I sighed, quickly chiding myself for feeling good about something so insignificant when we’d buried our friends less than three hours ago. 

      “We’ll be right out here,” Denver called through the thin but sturdy material. “Get changed, do whatever you need to do, and then come eat with us.” 

      Eat?

      He thought I could possibly stomach food after hearing my best friend being mauled to death by one of those things? 

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I clutched Mari’s locket, desperately tried to rid myself of the memories. If we were going to make it to Subterranea, I was going to have to pull myself together. But for tonight, I would allow myself one night to grieve. 

      I dug out an oversized t-shirt from my pack and stripped out of my day clothes. It felt good to feel the cooler night air against my skin, even if the air was so dense I could literally feel the grains of dust and debris scrape against my skin. The tent was made from military grade fabric, strong enough to withhold a storm and breathable enough to temper the strength of the sun’s heat. 

      “Ky, you hungry?” One of the guys shouted, and I murmured, “I’m good, thanks.” 

      Unrolling my sleeping bag, I opened it out to make a coverlet and buried myself underneath. It was dark now, but there was a reddish hue to the sky thanks to the fireball that burned as bright as ever.

      If Dad was here, he would have had some intelligent thing to say about nuclear fusion and helium cores, being the keen scientist he was. But I’d never been into all that stuff; more concerned with learning to hunt, and starting a fire with nothing but a few pieces of kindling and a flint. Not that we’d need a fire out here. It was hot and humid, and the inside of the tent already resembled a sauna.

      I finally shut off my busy thoughts, letting myself dream of a better time. When the world wasn’t ending, and we were just six kids living one big adventure. Waiting for a catastrophe we all hoped—and some of us believed—would never come.
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        * * *

      

      I woke with a start, sweat trickling down my back and between my breasts. Disoriented, I squinted against the murky red hue. The tent, I was in the tent. And from the way I was wedged in between two solid bodies, I knew the guys were right here with me. 

      Peeking to my left, I saw Denver snoring softly, his brow creased and lips parted. I smiled to myself; he was so damn cute. More boy-next-door than Cavendish and Zephyr, who both had the ripped, macho-guy look working for them. 

      When I gingerly rolled onto my side, I came face to face with Cavendish. He grinned at me, his eyes glittering in the strange light. “You’re awake.”

      “Something woke me. Is everything—”

      “It was probably just me. I had an itch.” He smirked.

      “You did?”

      I was pretty sure I could feel something digging into my leg. Something long and hard and entirely not appropriate given our friends were right here with us. His eyes hooded as if he could hear my thoughts.

      “Cav,” I warned, ignoring the butterflies fluttering wildly in my stomach.

      “What?” His voice was barely a whisper.  “I can’t help it if sleeping beside you is just so...” I pressed my finger to his lips, silencing him.

      “What are you doing?” I whisper-hissed. “This is wrong.” Tears pricked the corner of my eyes as I battled with the overwhelming emotion inside me. 

      His lip curved slightly as his hand slid to my finger, peeling it away so that we were almost mouth to mouth. “Living, Kyra. I’m living. Never feel guilty for that,” he breathed as his lips touched mine and Christ, if I didn’t want to crawl over his body and let him take away all my pain and grief. Just for a little while. But Denver was right next to me, and Zephyr beside him. 

      One of Cavendish’s hands glided up my neck and into my hair, tilting my face back so he could deepen the kiss. His tongue swirled with mine; long, lazy licks I felt all the way down to my toes. Fuck, the guy could kiss. It made me wonder where he’d learned—we hadn’t exactly had a traditional childhood and he hadn’t been kissing me. Maybe Marisol had been lucky enough to be his kissing partner.

      The thought hit me out of left field, and I gasped against his mouth, a fresh wave of tears overpowering me.

      “Kyra?” he said softly. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      “Mari,” I choked on the tears. “She’s gone. I can’t believe she’s gone.”

      Hands slid over my waist anchoring me against a damp chest. “Ssh, babe,” Denver’s sleepy voice washed over me. “I’ve got you. We’ve got you.”

      Cavendish’s eyes flashed at his friend’s words, but he didn’t say anything. Instead, he pressed a single kiss to my forehead and mouthed, “We should probably get some sleep.”

      But between his hot kisses and Denver’s warm hands searing my skin through my t-shirt, I doubted sleep would come anytime soon.

      If at all.
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        Day 738

      

      

      Mari and Miles are gone. It’s been three days since they were… killed. Every morning is quiet without them, but slowly we are finding a new routine between the four of us. We walk as much as we can in the morning and again in the later afternoon, taking a break at midday when the fireball’s heat seems at its peak. Although, if you ask me, it has one heat setting—motherfucking hot.

      We’ve managed to walk thirty-five miles so far, but I can already feel it taking its toll. I don’t complain because what’s the point? The only good thing to come out of losing Mari and Miles is the fact we no longer have to ration between six of us.

      Does that make me a callous bitch?

      Denver says it doesn’t. Says it just makes me human, but I don’t know. Out here, it feels like one could easily lose their humanity. It’s why, every night when we retreat to our tent, I take comfort in the arms of whoever offers it. Denver. Cavendish. Zephyr. It doesn’t matter. Their touch reminds me I’m alive, that I’m still here, still fighting. Cavendish hasn’t tried to kiss me again, although I wish he would. When his lips touched mine, it awoke something inside me. A deep ache I’m finding difficult to ignore.

      It’s ironic that I spent two years cooped up with the three of them and managed to keep my sexual desires at bay, but now I find myself counting down the hours until I can fall into their awaiting arms, desperate for their comfort, their touch.

      But in our bleak circumstances, I’ll take it.

      I’ll take whatever I can get.

      

      I’ll write again soon

      K.
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        * * *

      

      Forty-five miles. 

      We still had forty-five miles left to go. I tried not to get hung up on how far we had left to travel, preferring to focus on how far we had already made it.

      Thirty-five miles.

      Somewhere around mile twenty, the wasteland had become even more desolate. Zephyr concluded it was because we were moving into mountain territory. I didn’t care. As long as the mountains remained firmly in my sights and we ran into no more Gamma-Muts, I could deal. 

      “Here, you should drink something.” Denver handed me a decanter, his eyes cutting me with a look that told me he wasn’t going to take no for an answer. 

      “Fine. Just a sip.”

      No one said it, but we were running out of supplies. The intense heat from the fireball, and the dusty air, meant we needed more water than we’d anticipated. If we didn’t find more soon, we wouldn’t have to worry about the next forty miles.

      We’d be dead. 

      I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand before returning it to him. “Thanks.”

      “You need to slow down, Ky,” he said, his eyes soft but assessing.

      “We don’t have time to slow down.” Not now we knew what kind of things lived in the Scorchlands—the nickname I’d come up with for our new surroundings.

      “I get it, I do.” Understanding simmered in his eyes. “I miss them too, but getting ourselves killed won’t—”

      “I have to pee,” I said, brushing past him to duck behind some ruins. I didn’t, not really, but I couldn’t stand the way he saw right through me. 

      Leaning back against the rubble, I looked out over the wasteland. So much destruction. It was hard to remember what it had once been like. If Zephyr was right, this was the Cheyenne East Pass. It would lead us right around Cheyenne Mountain to Macoby. I imagined once, the popular route had been littered with gas stations and small shopping malls, and the odd motel. Now it was nothing.

      My heart pinched with grief, but I stuffed it down. Subterranea was out there, somewhere beyond the mountains. It just seemed like such a long way to go. 

      Something caught my attention; a rustle, and my head snapped over to the left, eyes narrowing on the location where the sound had come from.

      “What the...?” I crept closer, hand poised on my bow, as the Gamma-Mut came into view. It was different to the ones before: smaller; a cat or a giant rat maybe? A long-forked tail swished, its skin scarred and uneven, fur singed and patchy.

      It was distracted; too busy trying to scavenge whatever scrap of food it had found underneath the fallen ruins. I should have walked away, should have tiptoed back to the guys and told them to run. But before I knew it, my bow was in my hand, arrow nocked, and I was aiming right at the mutated animal.

      “Ky,” Zephyr’s low growl startled me, and I glanced back to find him glowering at me. “Back the fuck up, now.”  He mouthed.

      “I can make the shot,” I said defiantly, inching closer. The mut was still unaware; too consumed with whatever it wanted to retrieve. 

      “There could be more.” His voice barely penetrated my concentration. Anger and grief rippled up my spine, taking over my motor functions. I had to do this, for Mari and Miles. These... these things couldn’t be allowed to live. They were wrong, unnatural. And I’d rid this place of every single one of them myself if I had to. 

      I raised my bow and closed one eye to line up the shot. 

      “Kyra!” Zephyr whisper-hissed again. But it was too late, I was doing this. 

      I released my finger, and the arrow sailed forward, impaling the mut into the hole. It was a kill shot. 

      But before I could nock another arrow ready to kill any more of its friends that were lurking around, strong arms wrapped around me yanking me backward. “What the hell was that?” Zephyr threw me in front of him, growling at me, his eyes set into deadly slits. “You could have gotten yourself killed.”

      “Like this is any better.” I threw up my hands, yelling right in his face. “Look around, Zeph. If one of those things doesn’t kill us, lack of fresh water will. We still have over forty miles to go. Don’t tell me you haven’t considered the worst?” My chest heaved with the weight of my words.

      “Of course, I’ve considered it,” his voice was low. “But we’ll make it. We have to make it. Or the last two years... everything, it was all for nothing.” His eyes shuttered, darting away from me.

      “Hey, look at me.” I approached him, sliding my finger under his jaw, the roughness of his five o’clock shadow like sandpaper over my skin. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I just—”

      Zephyr caught me by surprise, pulling me into his body, fitting us together like two pieces of a puzzle. He sealed his mouth over mine, his tongue plunging deep into my mouth, stealing all air from my lungs, and all rational thought from my mind.

      “Zephyr,” I moaned. “What are—”

      “Stop talking, Ky.” Kiss. “I really need you to stop talking and just let me have this.” Kiss. Kiss. Kiss.

      Zephyr Dalton was kissing me.

      He kissed me like I was the last source of oxygen on Earth, his fingers digging into the curve of my ass tight enough to leave marks. It was then I realized he wasn’t as calm and composed as he projected. Strong, brave Zephyr Dalton was just as scared as the rest of us. That settled something inside me, loosened the knot in my stomach I’d had ever since losing Marisol and Miles. 

      “I’m here,” I breathed between kisses. Hot, wet, clumsy kisses. My hands slid to either side of his face, yanking him closer, needing him closer. 

      “Fuck, Ky,” he rasped, sliding his hands around the backs of my thighs and hauling me up his body. I wrapped my legs around his waist, suppressing a moan the second I felt him hard at my core. 

      “Ride me,” he panted, grinding me on him. “Please, just—”

      I rolled my hips, creating a delicious friction between us and we both moaned. 

      “Christ, I wish I could lay you down and lose myself in you, but this will have to do.” Zephyr thrust into me, holding me steady over his growing erection. We were both fully clothed. Hot and sticky from the burning sun. But it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered except the firestorm he’d ignited deep inside me. Waves of pleasure built a slow momentum; a gentle ebb and flow that grew into a violent riptide with his jerky movements.

      “Zeph, more...” I sucked his tongue into my mouth, letting him bounce me up and down on his fully-clothed dick, drunk on his kiss, lost in the feel of him.

      I didn’t care we were out in the open with only a huge pile of rubble shielding us, or that Denver and Cavendish could probably hear us. The second Zephyr’s lips touched mine, everything else had paled into insignificance.

      I thought I’d needed the kill, needed to see one of those things die at my hands. But I needed this.

      I needed to feel alive. 

      “I’m going to… fuck, I’m going to come,” his voice was gravelly as his body began to buck wildly beneath me. 

      I gripped his jaw and pressed my head to his. “Don’t you dare finish without me.” I needed to come. Needed the release I’d only ever experienced with my own fingers. 

      Zephyr eased back slightly, his pupils dilated and jaw slack, but his lips... his lips spread into a knowing smirk as slowed his movements, the veins in his neck throbbing with concentration.

      “Oh fuck…” I moaned, my head falling back as he guided my body down on his in slow torturous perfection. “I’m going to—”

      “Damn right you are.” I heard the smirk in his voice as my world shattered into stars, my body quivering around him. Zephyr grunted, his body locking up and then sinking against me as he found his own release. 

      After a couple of seconds, Zephyr lowered me to the ground. “Ky, I—”

      “Don’t.” I smiled sadly. I didn’t want to hear what a mistake it was or how he should have had better control. We were on a scorched planet searching for any sign of life for Christ’s sake. 

      “We should go find the others,” I said taking off toward the road. Of course, when I rounded the pile of rubble and found Denver and Cavendish looking all kinds of awkward, it shouldn’t have come as any surprise. Privacy was a luxury we didn’t have out here.

      “I... uh... we...”

      “Settled your differences?” Denver coughed out the words, a hint of a smile tugging at his mouth. 

      “Something like that.” My gaze slid from his to Cavendish, who looked right through me.

      “Cav, I—”

      “We should get moving.” He started down the barely visible track. 

      “Hey,” Denver came up to me, squeezing my shoulder. “If it’s any consolation, I’m glad to hear things between you and Zephyr are—”

      I swatted his chest, shooting him a stern look. He chuckled before taking off after Cav. Zephyr appeared a couple of seconds later, his stone mask pulled back in place, a damp patch visible on his crotch.

      “Problem?” He asked although I knew he’d heard my exchange with the guys.

      “No problem. Let’s go.”

      He gave me a curt nod, and we took off after our friends, speaking no word of what had just happened between us.
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        * * *

      

      We managed another three miles before my legs refused to cooperate any longer. 

      “We’ll set up camp between those ruins.” Zephyr pointed to the decimated structure. It was impossible to say what it once had been, but my weary mind declared it a huge shopping mall; the ones that had a food court and the movies, maybe even a bowling alley. Whatever it had once been, tonight it was our safe haven.

      At least, I hoped it was.

      Denver and Zephyr set about erecting our tent, while I helped Cavendish prepare a fire to warm our cans of beans on. “You’ve been quiet,” I said glancing over my shoulder to make sure Zeph and Denver were distracted. 

      “Just thinking.”

      “Penny for your thoughts?”

      He sighed deeply. “I’m eighteen. I should have graduated this year.”

      “Me too.” We were the same age. Zephyr was two years older and Denver one year. Miles had been the same age as Denver, and Mari was a year younger than me. 

      “But we always knew it was unlikely.” Even back in ninth grade—before school got cancelled—we knew it was unlikely we’d ever graduate. Our parents made a point of home-schooling us, but we didn’t just learn math and English; no, they introduced things like survival 101, and how to treat radiation burns to our lessons. There had been a time I’d thought they were being paranoid. 

      Now I knew they weren’t.

      “I know, I just wish things could have been different,” he said the words, even though his eyes were saying another thing.

      Swallowing over the lump in my throat, I croaked out, “Is this about earlier? About me and Zephyr?”

      Cavendish had kissed me twice and now I’d kissed Zephyr. I knew I should feel guilty about it; girls weren’t supposed to go around kissing their best friends. We’d already been through so much though; I couldn’t find it in my bones to care. Not really. But I didn’t want things to be weird between us.

      Cavendish was important to me.

      They all were. 

      He blew out a shaky breath, running his hands through his dark-blond hair. “I thought...” His gaze fell to the ground. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “We’re all set,” Zephyr’s deep voice rang out. “How’s that fire coming?”

      “Yeah,” Cavendish replied, still not looking at me. “It’s all good.” He got up to leave, but I snagged his hand, silently pleading with him to stay. 

      “It doesn’t change anything,” I whispered. He smiled sadly.

      “It does though, Ky. It changes everything.” Pulling his hand free, he gave me one last lingering look before going over to the other guys. 

      And for the first time since losing Marisol and Miles, my heart ached for a different reason.
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        Day 741

      

      

      Sleep didn’t come easy last night. I lay wedged between Zephyr and Cavendish. I’d tried to sleep on Denver’s other side, so I could avoid any awkwardness, but he’d left no room beside him and simply smirked over his shoulder when I’d asked him to move. Bastard. 

      It was hardly any surprise Cavendish gave me his back. But I was surprised when Zephyr slung his arm over me and dragged me into his body, burying his face in my shoulder. After neither of us had talked about what had happened earlier that day, I’d half expected to receive his shoulder too. But no, he’d held me until I’d fallen asleep. And although my feelings towards him confused me, it was nice. 

      I hadn’t expected to wake tangled between the both of them though. Zephyr was still wrapped around me like a spider monkey, but in his sleep, Cavendish had turned into me. His face squished close to mine, our legs entwined. 

      I’d woken first and panicked. The air was humid; so thick I could barely breathe, and I’d tried to extract myself from the Zephyr/Cavendish sandwich I found myself in. 

      I failed.

      So I lay there, waiting for them to wake up. It was sweet torture. Zephyr hard and ready, pressing into my ass. Cavendish’s long erection brushing my stomach. My thoughts became dirty. Inappropriate. Imagining what it would be like if they woke up to find me needy for them. I imagined Zephyr dipping his fingers into my panties and sliding through my wetness while Cavendish kissed and nibbled and sucked the soft skin along my neck. 

      I even contemplated touching myself. Just to ease the ache deep inside me.

      But Denver had woken first, leaving the tent to take a leak; his gaze full of amusement as it fell over the three of us. 

      “Enjoying yourself?” he’d mouthed in that easy way of his, and I’d flipped him off, before waking Cavendish and Zephyr so I could do the same. 

      Before I did something that would definitely change everything.

      Crap. Maybe I had a bad case of dehydration or the solar crazies. Because I couldn’t actually be contemplating being with both of them.

      Could I?

      

      Signing off

      K.
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        * * *

      

      The flame of the fire flicked higher into the air. “Is that really necessary?” I asked, pulling my tank top away from my slick skin. It had to be upward of one-hundred degrees, but Denver still insisted on making a fire to cook our basic meal on.

      “What’s up with you tonight?” he asked. “You’re cranky.”

      “I’m not cranky.” I tore off a piece of dry bread and stuffed it into my mouth. “What do you think it’s like there?”

      “Where?” Cav joined us.

      “Subterranea.”

      “Hopefully, they have cold running water and toothbrushes. Fuck, I miss toothbrushes.”

      “I didn’t like to mention it, mate, but—”

      Cav leaned over and swatted Denver.

      “What’s going on?” Zephyr came and sat beside me, a cup of warm water in his hand. He offered me it, but I declined. I was sick of the stuff.

      “An ice cold can of soda. Fuck, I’d kill for one of those,” I groaned, imagining the cool liquid sliding down my throat. When I opened my eyes, I was met with three guys all gawking at me. “What?” I said.

      “You have no fucking clue how sexy you are, do you?” Cavendish’s admission surprised me. 

      “I haven’t washed properly in days.” The packs of baby wipes we’d brought with us didn’t count. “I’m sweating as much, if not more, than the three of you combined, and my hair is three times the size it used to be.” Despite trying to wrestle a brush through it every morning and taming my white blond curls into a braid.

      “Besides,” I added. “As far as we know I’m the last girl alive on the planet. You have to say that.”

      “It’s probably why I shouldn’t say it.” His eyes darkened, making my tummy clench.

      “He’s right, Ky. The whole Lara Croft thing you have going on; I wouldn’t say no.” Denver howled with laughter, but I wasn’t laughing.

      Neither was Zephyr as our eyes locked on one another’s. 

      “What are you thinking?” he asked.

      What wasn’t I thinking?

      “I just think it’s such a waste. We’re so young and we might never get to experience stuff.”

      “Stuff?” His brow arched.

      “Yeah, like sex and stuff.”

      “Sex and stuff? Jesus, Ky.” Cav sprayed his water in the air, rubbing his chest as he choked on his words, and mine. 

      “Speak for yourself,” Denver declared. “I banged Cherrie Winston a couple of nights before our parents closed the hatch.” 

      “You did not?” I gasped. Cherrie was a girl on our block and despite Denver being Mr. All-American, I would never have guessed he liked Cherrie Winston. She was just such a... goody-two-shoes.

      And now she was gone, like everyone else.

      He gave an easy shrug. “No way was I going to be locked down there a virgin.” Silence fell over us. “Don’t tell me I’m the only one? Come on, Zeph, you’re the eldest; you must have—”

      “Sarah Bradbury, the night my old man told me about their plan, and a couple other girls before…” His voice trailed off, his eyes dropping to the ground, and I swear I caught him blushing.

      “Cavendish?” I asked, unsure I wanted to know the answer. But it was Cavendish. I’d know if he’d… done it. “Please tell me you didn’t run off to the first girl who would drop her panties?”

      “Shit, Ky, you can’t ask me that.”

      “You did?” Hurt cinched my chest. It shouldn’t have mattered that he’d had sex. But it did. Or maybe it was the fact he’d never told me. “Now I wish I’d have found some random guy to fuck.”

      Zephyr cussed under his breath, and Denver and Cav visibly flinched at my harsh words. 

      “Ky, come on. You can hardly blame us—”

      “No, you’re right,” I said, schooling my irritation. “You’re guys. Of course, you went out and had sex the second you found out the world might end.”

      Standing up, I stormed off to the tent, confused about my irrational reaction to hearing them admit they’d all done it. Before the bunker, it wouldn’t have mattered who they stuck their dicks in. We were friends, yeah, but I didn’t think of them as anything else. But now? Now I was confused. I’d kissed Cavendish and got off dry-fucking Zephyr. And there had been moments with Denver where I’d thought he might kiss me.

      When I’d wanted him to. 

      Anger simmered in my veins as I burst into the tent, pulling the damp tank top off my body. My fingers grappled with the waistband of my pants as I pushed them down off my hips. 

      “Ky, shit—”

      “Cavendish!” I spun around coming face to face with him. 

      “Sorry, I was just... fuck, put some clothes on.” His eyes darted around me.

      “Please, you’ve seen me like this before.” The bunker hadn’t exactly provided much privacy.

      “Yeah, but, Christ.” He cupped the back of his neck, his eyes dark and hooded as they dragged up and down my body.

      “See something you like?” I asked brazenly. 

      “Ky, come on,” he choked out. 

      “What, I’m not good enough? You’ll fuck some random girl but not me? Who was it? Jessica Kalen?” I’d always hated that bitch. She was everything I wasn’t; gorgeous with big doe eyes and shapely curves that all the boys in our neighborhood liked. “Or was it Talia Mendez?” She’d always had a thing for Cavendish, but he’d always been too busy with me and the guys to notice. At least, I’d assumed he had.

      “Kyra, stop.” He closed the distance between us, sliding his hand against my cheek. “What’s gotten into you? You can’t really be this upset over us losing our V-cards before the bunker?”

      “It’s not just that,” I said, feeling the fight melt right out of me.

      “So what then? What is it?” His eyes searched mine for answers I wanted to give him but wasn’t sure I could.

      Because he was right. I was acting irrational. So what if they’d all had sex? People did it all the time. 

      But I hadn’t. 

      It hadn’t occurred to me to experience as much as I could before the bunker. I’d been too absorbed with honing my bow skills and preparation for life underground. 

      “We could die out here and I would never have known what it was like,” I admitted, my voice small.

      “What it’s…? Oh.” His eyes flashed with something. 

      “Yeah, oh.” I dropped my gaze, unable to take his pity. 

      “Kyra.” Christ, the way my name sounded on his lips did all kinds of crazy things to me. Made me want all kinds of crazy things too. “Look at me.” His fingers drifted to my jaw, tilting my face up. “I wanted it to be you.”

      “You did?”

      Cav gave me a sad smile. “More than anything, but I never thought you wanted me like that. We were best friends.”

      “And now?” I asked, “What are we now?”

      He let out a heavy sigh, squeezing his eyes tight. “I don’t know. But I want to give you whatever you want. So tell me, Ky, what do you want?”

      “I want to know what it’s like.” A violent shiver rolled through me; my stomach coiled tight.

      Cavendish’s lips curved as his hands traced a path down my chest and over my bra. It wasn’t anything special; made for practicality rather than for sensuality. But that was our reality. I would never get to go to Prom or have a romantic first time.

      This was it for me.

      And it was enough. 

      It had to be.

      Cav expertly unclasped my bra, making my brow raise. “Stop over-thinking and just feel,” he said in his deep gravelly way that made a shiver roll through me.

      Feel.

      I could do that.

      “And keep quiet.”

      Right. Because Zephyr and Denver were somewhere outside. It should have made me blush, but instead, it only stoked the flames inside me higher. 

      Christ. I needed to get laid. 

      I let my bra drop to the floor and Cavendish wasted no time ducking his head to capture one of the buds into his mouth. A soft moan spilled from my lips as he bit down gently. “Quiet, remember?” His warm breath was like a feather over my tingling skin.

      “It feels so good,” I whispered, hardly surprised at the way my body responded to his touch. 

      “Cav, Ky, what are you—”

      Cavendish grumbled something under his breath as he stood up; his hard gaze going over my shoulder.

      “I should have known,” Zephyr didn’t sound pissed, merely amused.

      I glanced over my shoulder. “Do you mind? We’re kind of busy.” 

      He ran a brisk hand over his head, his eyes not leaving mine. “I think I’ll stay.”

      Stay? 

      “You can’t—”

      “It’s cute you think you’re in control here.” He stepped further into the tent, taking the air with him.

      “Zeph, man, come on.”

      The two of them shared a look I didn’t understand.

      “Fine, fine!” Cavendish conceded, but over what, I still wasn’t sure.

      “Is someone going to tell me what the hell is going on?” I snapped, feeling my pulse spike. 

      “Just relax, we’ve got you.”

      We?

      He’d said we, as if this thing between us would involve the three of us.

      Heat flooded my stomach. I’d thought if anything burned me alive, it would be the raging fireball in the sky, but no, it was going to be two of the boys I’d grown up with.

      “Fuck,” he ground out as he came to stand beside Cavendish. “I can’t believe you’ve never been touched.” His eyes appraised my body in a way that made me feel terrified and excited all at once. 

      “Don’t just stand there looking at me.” The words spilled out, shocking us all, but Zephyr’s mouth curved up in a wicked smirk. 

      “Oh, we don’t plan on it.” He shucked off his jacket and pulled his t-shift over his cut body. My eyes greedily drank him in. He might have only been twenty, but Zephyr Dalton was all man. 

      My mouth dried, as his pushed his pants down his hips and kicked them off.

      “Cav, we doing this?” 

      “I, uh, yeah.” I smothered a laugh watching Cavendish quickly strip so we were all standing there in nothing but our undergarments.

      Zephyr kneeled, crooking a finger toward me, and I went willingly. He drew me into his warm body, winding a hand around my braid and pulling gently to guide my mouth to his. His kiss was like the fireball blazing down on us; hot and deadly and with the potential to burn me alive. Our tongues swirled together with fiery passion. 

      “Fuck, that’s hot,” Cavendish rasped from somewhere behind me and then he was there, his almost naked body pressed up against me, his hands roaming over my feverish skin. I reached behind me, desperate to touch him; gasping when I grazed his rock-hard dick. Zephyr broke away to see what had distracted me, his brow arching devilishly. “This time there won’t be anything between us,” he said as if it—us—was a forgone conclusion.

      “Is she wet?” he asked Cavendish over my shoulder, his dirty words sending tiny bolts of electricity zapping through me.

      Cavendish slipped a hand to the waistband of my plain black panties, dipping inside and gliding through my wetness. “Soaked,” he answered, his voice cracked with desire. 

      “More,” I panted, trying to arch into his hand, desperate for him to relieve the ache building there. But Zephyr grabbed Cav’s wrist, pushing him away. 

      “My turn.” His fingers replaced Cavendish’s, but whereas my best friend was gentle and tentative, Zephyr didn’t hesitate, pushing two fingers deep inside me. I cried out only to have him swallow my moans. Then Cavendish was there, his hands gently kneading my breasts, his mouth sucking and nibbling along my collarbone. 

      “Lie her down.” Zephyr’s command barely infiltrated the pleasure haze enveloping me. But then my body was pulled back, Cavendish looming over me, his pupils dilated, and nostrils flared. And his hand, Christ; he was palming himself, rocking into his fist. I’d never seen anything so erotic, and before I could stop myself, I’d reached out to touch him; but Zephyr covered my body with his much stronger, much larger frame. His hard length pressed right up against my core. He leaned in, licking the hollow of my neck before claiming my mouth.

      “This will hurt, but only for a second.” His hand cupped the back of my thigh, spreading me open for him. I peered down the length of my body, watching as he hooked my damp panties to the side and slowly pushed inside me.

      “Fuuuck,” he drawled. “You’re so fucking tight.”

      “Zeph—” I gasped, overwhelmed by the feel of him, the sharp stab of pain radiating through me. My hand flew out to grab Cavendish, but instead of offering the comfort I needed, he guided it to his erection, tangling our fingers together to show me how he liked to be touched. 

      The world as we knew it had ended. Civilization was ruined. And we were searching for our last hope, unsure of what we’d find, when—if—we made it. I had blood, dirt, and Christ only knew what else, caked on my skin, matted into my hair, but there in the floor of our tent, Zephyr and Cavendish made me feel desired. Beautiful.

      They made me feel like a woman.

      “More,” I moaned, my hips rising up to meet Zephyr’s every time he rolled into me. “I need more.”

      Everything.

      I needed everything.

      The sounds of our moans, skin slapping against skin, filled the tent. There was no way in hell Denver hadn’t heard us. But I didn’t care. I couldn’t; not when waves of pleasure so intense washed over me. Again and again. 

      Zephyr hooked my legs around his waist, driving into me with long measured strokes. He was too good at this, too skilled. Or maybe I just had nothing to compare it to. But one thing was for sure; I already knew I wanted to do it again. And again. 

      “What’s funny?” he asked me, breathless, his skin flushed.

      “I’m just thinking about next time.”

      “Fuck, Ky,” he smiled, dragging his bottom lip between his teeth. “If you’re thinking about next time, I’m not doing it right.” He picked up his pace as if he had something to prove. My head rolled to the side, my eyes wide and lips parted, hardly able to breathe as he slammed into me over and over. Cavendish still worked our hands up and down his dick; his jaw tight, head thrown back in pleasure.

      “I’m close,” he grunted, his movements growing jerky. Without thinking about it, I pushed up and leaned over, licking the tip of his shaft.

      “Shit, Kyra.” His eyes flew open, but I wanted more, taking him further into my mouth. He thrust forward, groaning my name over and over and I swallowed greedily. He fell backward in a satisfied heap while Zephyr demanded my attention once more. His hand slipped between us and I screamed as he pinched my clit, my world shattering around him.

      He dropped his face to the crook of my neck, kissing the skin there as he crashed right over the edge with me. 

      “That was...” I swallowed, trying to find the words. “When can we do it again?”

      The guys chuckled, Zephyr rolling off me, leaving a sticky wet trail inside me. 

      “Do what again?” Denver’s head stuck through the tent door and his eyes went as wide as saucers. “Guess I missed out on all the fun?”

      Cavendish threw a sleeping bag over me and I ducked my head beneath it, suddenly feeling embarrassed. 

      “Too late for that,” Zephyr said, amusement laced in his words.

      “Piss off,” I mumbled, lifting my hand above my head to flip him off. 

      “You love us really,” Cavendish said, and my chest constricted, stealing the air from my lungs. I knew he meant it in jest, but his words struck a chord with me.

      I didn’t love them now, I knew that. We were friends. The best kind. We needed each other to survive. That bonded us together in a way that transcended love. But I could see myself falling for them. For Zephyr’s dominance and Cavendish’s kind soul, even Denver’s humor. But that wasn’t real life, was it?

      The girl might have ended up getting the guy, but she didn’t end up getting all three guys.

      Did she?
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        Day 743

      

      

      I suppose I should feel different.

      Like a woman.

      I don’t.

      I still feel the ache between my thighs, a dull soreness that reminds me of what I did.

      What we did.

      Me, Zephyr, and Cavendish.

      It had been like nothing I’d ever experienced, their eyes on my body, their hands touching and exploring. The look of complete bliss on Cav’s face as he jerked off to Zephyr fucking me. They made me feel alive. Reminded me that as long as we have each other, we have hope.

      When Denver had stumbled in on us, I’d felt embarrassed, but the guys acted like it was just business as usual. They’d laughed and joked for a few minutes before cleaning up and settling down for the night. Now Denver and Zephyr are playing a game of gin rummy while Cavendish reads his dog-eared copy of Moby Dick. I feel them watching me though, their intense gazes brushing over me. But they’ve all given me space tonight. Time to reconcile what happened between us.

      What’s happening.

      Because I don’t doubt it is the start of something. Something thrilling and terrifying and unconventional.

      Something worth fighting for.

      K.
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        * * *

      

      I woke nestled between Cavendish and Zephyr. It was fast becoming my favorite place to be. But nature called, so I gingerly crawled out from between them and tiptoed out of the tent to find a private stop to do my business. 

      When I was done, I used some baby wipes to clean up as best as I could. I yearned for a proper shower, dreamed of the day I could wash the grime from my skin. 

      “Hey.”

      My heart leaped into my throat as I spun around to find Denver grinning at me. “You’re up early. I thought you’d be worn out after—”

      “Really?” I blanched. “You’re going there, now?” 

      “Too soon?” His brow rose playfully.

      “You’re insufferable,” I muttered as I brushed past him to go back to camp. 

      “Hey.” He snagged my wrist. “I was only joking.” Denver’s expression softened and I felt my anger ebb away. He was impossible to stay mad at.

      “It’s okay, I just… I didn’t exactly plan for that to happen.” I didn’t regret it, but I also didn’t know if they intended on it becoming a regular thing.

      I hoped they did.

      Closing the distance between us, Denver gazed down at me. “Listening to you... shit, Ky. it was one of the hottest moments of my life.”

      “Didn’t you have sex like once?” My lip curved. “You don’t exactly have much to compare it to.”

      “Twice, actually but so not the point here.”

      “You’re making a point?” I smirked, swept up in his easy banter. 

      His eyes darkened as his tongue darted across his bottom lip. “My point is, I don’t blame you. And I don’t blame them. Given half the chance, I would—” His hungry gaze dropped to my mouth.

      “You’d what, Denver?” My skin felt scorched under his heated gaze, rather than from the giant fireball blazing down on us all hours of the day.

      I’d never seen him like this; a guy barely in control. 

      “Do this.” He grabbed me and smashed his lips to mine, his tongue diving into my mouth. The kiss was everything Denver wasn’t—wild, untamed, and messy—and I loved every second of it.

      “Wait,” I breathed, reality finally slamming back into me. “We can’t—”

      “Who says we can’t?” His eyes twinkled. “In case you haven’t noticed, we’re not in Kansas anymore Toto. We can make up our own rules.”

      “And you’re okay with... sharing me?”  The word lodged in my throat. 

      Denver shrugged before leaning in to steal a chaste kiss. “It’s basic evolution. There’s only one of you and three of us and for all we know we could be the last survivors on the scorched planet.

      He was joking but his words struck a chord, making my chest tighten. “So that’s all I am to you?” I asked. “A female body to sow your wild oats with?” 

      “And other things.” He grinned and I couldn’t resist grinning back. “I like you, Kyra, I always have. But you’ve always been one of the guys.”

      “Gee, thanks.” I rolled my eyes. 

      “You know what I mean. You can hold your own. You’re not some damsel in distress who needs saving. And I like that about you. We all do.”

      “You’ve talked about me?” I didn’t know how I felt about that.

      “It’s not as bad as it sounds, I promise.” His smile was genuine. “We admire you and I guess coming above ground has made us all realize something.”

      “And what might that be?” I asked, pressing my lips together.

      “You’re really fucking hot.”

      “Well, duh, I think that,”—I jabbed my finger toward the fireball in the sky—“might have something to do with that.” 

      “Kyra, come on. I’m standing here, putting myself on the line, and you’re making jokes.”

      Inclining my head, I studied him. Denver had always been an enigma, preferring humor over heartfelt conversations. It’s why I struggled to figure out his angle sometimes. But as he gazed back at me, I saw nothing but honesty in his eyes.

      “I like you. Really like you. But that’s not really the issue here, is it?”

      “It’s not?” We’d gravitated back to one another, barely a sliver of space between us.

      “No,” he breathed, grazing his nose over mine. “The real question is, do you like me back?”

      Everything inside me screamed this was a bad idea—that it couldn’t possibly end well. Zephyr, Cavendish, and Denver were best friends. We all were. If we crossed this line—them, me, together—it would change things. But I did like him. I liked them all. I always had. They had been a huge part of my life. When I was younger, they’d been like the older brothers I’d never had, my protectors. But as we grew, and I honed my skills, I became their equal. Perhaps it only made sense we’d come full circle.

      “I like you too,” I whispered, touching my lips to his. His eyes shuttered as he expelled a long breath. And I realized it was a sigh of relief. Denver curved his hand around my neck, taking control of the kiss, stoking the fire inside me. I pressed myself into him, hitching my leg around his.

      “Christ, Ky,” he rasped, hooking my leg closer, grinding against me. Our height differences meant we were all out of sync, but it didn’t matter. Denver felt too good wrapped around me. He didn’t let things get carried away though, slowing the kiss, forcing my heart rate down with it. When he eased back to look at me, I was flushed and breathless. “My kisses look good on you.”

      I smiled suddenly feeling shy. Which was ridiculous given the fact he’d seen me post-sex with Zephyr and Cavendish.

      “Come on, hot stuff,” he hooked his arm around my neck and drew me into his side, “Let’s go find the others.”
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        * * *

      

      After a bland breakfast of watered-down porridge, the guys packed away the tent while I rinsed the pots and cleaned up the fire.

      “We should try to cover as much ground as possible today.” Zephyr joined me, handing me the remaining cutlery to stow in my pack.

      “Okay.”

      “Listen, about last night…” My heart skipped a beat as I waited for him to deliver the words that would end this thing between us—all of us—before it even got started. “I wasn’t too rough or anything?” His piercing gaze searched mine.

      “That’s what you wanted to ask me?” I gawked at him, relief settling into my bones.

      “Yeah, well.” He dragged a hand through his messy dark hair. “I know it was your first time, and I didn’t exactly go—”

      “Stop. I’m fine. Last night was… everything.”

      “Yeah?” His eyes sparked.

      I gave him a small nod. “But I have something to ask you.”

      “You do?”

      “Denver said something to me; something about the three of you… and me.”

      Surprising me, Zephyr hooked his arm around my waist and drew me close, staring down at me with those amethyst eyes of his. “Your ours, Ky.”

      “Because of evolution?” My lip curved into a wry smile.

      “Evolution? What the fuck are you talking about? We’ve always had a thing for you. We were just too chicken shit to do anything about it, because, well, we didn’t want to divide the group.”

      “Oh.”

      He grinned. “I just tell you we’ve all been harboring some serious feelings for you and all you’ve got is ‘oh’.”

      “It’s a lot to process.” They wanted me, really wanted me.

      “Look.” He pulled me closer, my chest pressing against his as he gazed down at me. “I know you and Cavendish were getting close in the bunker. I was prepared to back off, we all were.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We didn’t want to crowd you. If you’d picked one of us, we agreed the others would step back.”

      “I… honestly, I have no idea what to say to that.”

      “But then we came up top, and I saw the way you looked at me, Denver too. And I knew I couldn’t walk away without giving it a shot.”

      “Wow, you really have thought all this through.” My lips thinned, my head swimming with his confession.

      “Look, I like you, Kyra. Cavendish and Denver like you too. The way I see it, we’ve only got each other right now. We don’t have to play by anyone else’s rules here.”

      “Funny,” I cut him off. “Denver said something similar.”

      “Yeah, well, he might be annoying as fuck, but the guy talks a lot of sense.”

      I swatted his chest, but it was the wrong move because the second my hands landed on his cut muscles, memories of last night flooded my mind. “Wh- what about when we reach Subterranea?” I managed to croak out.

      “We’re family. Nothing comes between that.” His hand glided up the slope of my neck, his thumb brushing my jawline. “We all survive. We all get to Subterranea. And we all live happily fucking ever after… together.”

      It was a nice thought, but the pit in my stomach refused to let me fall into his words. There were too many factors out of our control. But I didn’t argue. Zephyr needed this, the way I needed the three of them.

      “Hey, what’s up?” Cavendish and Denver approached us.

      “Just getting Kyra up to speed with the plan,” Zephyr said, tucking me into his side.

      “Oh yeah?” Denver’s eyes danced with anticipation.

      “Yep.” Our leader nodded. “Survive this trek, reach Subterranea, and live happily ever after. Did I miss anything?” He gazed down at me.

      “Nope.” I pressed my hand to his chest. “I think you covered everything.”

      “Well then, let’s get the fuck out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      Something changed after that. I didn’t know if it was the shift in our relationship, or the renewed sense of hope, but we walked harder, moving faster, and by late afternoon we’d covered almost sixty-five miles.

      “We should stop soon, find somewhere to set up camp for the night,” Zephyr said as he walked ahead of us. “Shit, is that what I think it is?”

      We all squinted into the distance, the wall of blistering heat rippling before us. Off to the right, nestled between the valley of the mountain was a gas station. It had seen better days, but it was the first building we’d seen that hadn’t been torn to shreds by the solar flare.

      “It must have been protected by the mountains,” Denver said.

      “We should check it out,” I added.

      “Remember what happened last time?” Cavendish grumbled. “That last place almost came down on us.”

      “We’ll scope it out.” Zephyr motioned for us to follow him. Cav grabbed my hand, pulling me along with him. I offered him a tight smile, but the color had drained from his face as he no doubt relived his near miss when the other gas station had caved in on him and Zephyr.

      But despite our renewed energy, our supplies weren’t going to last forever, and if there was even a chance there was water or food inside, it was a risk worth taking.

      As we drew closer, it became apparent the gas station was in pretty bad shape. There was huge fracture right through the middle, the land beneath cracked and scorched. Everything was charred, part of the roof missing. Still, it gave me a seed of hope.

      “Maybe there’s a storeroom in the back?” I pushed to the front of our group, but Zephyr’s hand shot out.

      “I’ll go.”

      Rolling my eyes, I knocked his hand away. “Cute, but I’m coming.”

      He studied me for a second but finally relented, letting out an exasperated breath. “Fine, but stay close to me and you get even the first sign of things going south, you run. Got it?”

      “Stay close. Run if things go south. Got it.”

      Denver and Cavendish stayed on watch while me and Zephyr slipped inside the store, although it barely resembled a store anymore. The whole place looked like it had survived an earthquake.

      “I doubt we’ll find anything of use here.” Zephyr gave a resigned sigh but kept sifting through the wreckage all the same.

      I moved deeper into the store, my eyes widening when they fell on another door in the back. “Here.” It was locked from the outside, but a couple of kicks from Zephyr and it broke off its hinges.

      A blast of fetid air hit us both, and I pulled up my scarf to tamp down the overwhelming smell. But then Zephyr was shining his flashlight inside the small room, laughter spilling from his perfect lips. “I don’t believe it,” he said. “I don’t fucking believe it.”

      Poking my head inside, I found myself grinning with sheer joy when my eyes fell on the motherload—a crate of unspoiled water bottles.

      “Grab whatever you can,” he instructed, and we began to load up with whatever we could. When we were done, Zephyr moved ahead of me, and I smiled to myself. But something gave me pause, a fleeting thought, and I glanced back at the storeroom.

      “Did that seem too easy to you?” I asked Zephyr as we made our way out of the gas station.

      “What do you mean?” he replied; his arms laden with the bottles of water we’d found stashed in the back of the storeroom. There was other stuff but most of it had perished.

      “I don’t know.” The strange feeling I had trickled up my spine. “It’s just we’ve walked for days and found nothing… not a thing, and then we stumble on this place and there’s a crate of water just ripe for the taking. It feels like—”

      “Don’t. Move.”

      My eyes went wide as I saw a man—his skin ravaged by radiation burns—push Cavendish forward, a barbed club jabbed into the back of my best friend’s neck.

      Zephyr crouched down slowly, placing the water down, and stood up, his hands extended in surrender. “We don’t want any trouble.”

      “Doesn’t look like it,” the man spat, revealing a blistered tongue behind a set of yellow-black teeth. He looked a breath away from death, but he was strong if Cavendish hadn’t managed to overpower him. As if he sensed my thoughts, Cav gave me a little shake of his head. Don’t play hero, he was saying.

      “Our other friend, Denver, where is he?” Zephyr asked, his voice calm. Calmer than my pulse which was hammering in my skull as I tried to figure out how we could all walk away from this in one piece.

      “Drago’s taking care of him.”

      Drago?

      Who the hell was Drago?

      And did I even want to know?

      “How about we leave your water right here,” Zeph kicked the crate of water toward them, “And we’ll be right on our way.”

      The man completely ignored him, flicking his head to me. “Haven’t seen a girl around here in a while.” His lip curved in a wicked smirk, his bulbous tongue running along his cracked bloodied lips. I suppressed the urge to puke right there.

      Zephyr inched closer to me, trying to shield me slightly.

      “She yours?” he spat. “I’ll give you all the water you want if you let me have some fun with—”

      Cavendish ducked and rolled, kicking his leg out into the man’s stomach. He grunted, cussing into the dense air, and swung the club high. But Zephyr, knife unsheathed, was already sprinting toward them. The two of them fought, Zeph ducking and dodging the heavy swings of the wooden club. Cavendish managed to get to his feet and tore a small blade from his boot and slammed it straight into the man’s stomach. He staggered back, the club clattering to the ground, blood trickling from his mouth as he crumpled into a lifeless heap.

      “What the fuck is going—” Another man appeared but my bow was already drawn, arrow nocked. Panic flashed in his eyes as I released the trigger. The arrow struck him right in the forehead and his body fell to the ground in a plume of dust.

      “DENVER?” I yelled, scanning the area, my voice echoing off Cheyenne Mountain.

      “I’m here,” he choked, and I ran toward the sound of his voice, finding him tied to an old water pipe in the ground.

      “Caven—”

      “Is fine,” I said, withdrawing one of my knives and slicing through the twine wrapped around his wrists. “We took care of them.”

      “Fuck, did you see them? How messed up were they?”

      “We should get moving,” I panted. In case there are more of them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Day 745

      

      

      Cavendish is hurt. He says he’s fine, but I see the pain in his eyes, notice every wince and hiss as we follow the winding road to Subterranea. Zephyr reassures me we’re almost there. That we have one more day left. Two at the most. But our energy is depleted, our movements sluggish and desperate. My bow no longer provides me comfort but feels like a heavy weight strapped to my back. Denver has offered to take it more than once, but I decline. It might be painful, the skin where it rests sore and tender, but it’s a part of me now. A vital organ I can’t relinquish. I’ve killed Gamma-Muts with it, saved Cavendish from the savages we encountered. 

      But I won’t lie, I’m worried. Terrified we might not make it. Ten miles is nothing and yet, it feels like a hundred. 

      Since that day at the gas station, the guys hold me close at night. Kissing away the pain, erasing the never-ending ache that radiates in my bones. I know we seek comfort in each other, in silent kisses and heated touches and whispered words. We make no promises; we don’t talk about what happens inside our tent when night falls. But it’s there, flowing between us like a warm current. It’s in the way Cavendish brushes my hand with his; the way Zephyr’s amethyst eyes search mine when he asks for my opinion; how Denver helps me adjust my pack each morning. It wasn’t supposed to happen, but somewhere along the way, I became the center of their universe and they my stars.

      I know in my heart, I can never go back. I’ll always belong to the three of them. My best friends. My everything. But when—if—we reach Subterranea, things will change. It will no longer be the four of us, fighting for survival, for each other.

      And that terrifies me more than anything. 

      

      But still, I hope we make it. We’ve come too far now not to.

      K.
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        * * *

      

      “Are we going to talk about what happened back at the gas station?” Zephyr asked as we gathered outside the tent. It’s two days after we fled yet another scene of death and destruction, and we haven’t talked about what happened. Not yet. I didn’t want to relive it, to acknowledge what I did, and the guys had been patient with me. But I knew Zephyr would push eventually. Because he knew the truth; he knew it was slowly eating away at my insides.

      He offered me a bottle of water, with a hint of a sad smile. It was the same water that had almost cost Cavendish his life. My eyes slid from Zephyr to Cav and then to Denver. We’d been doing so well and then everything had gone to shit in the blink of an eye, and now I didn’t know what to feel.

      “I killed him.” The words left my body with a pained sigh. “I shot him point blank in the head.”

      Cavendish moved to my side, perching on the stone. “You did what you had to.”

      “I know, I just... what if we don’t make it? What if—”

      “Ssh.” He pulled me into his shoulder, letting me sob against him. 

      “Ky, don’t you dare feel guilty for what you did.” That was Zephyr, his unyielding voice carrying over us. “That motherfucker was ready to kill us, and his plans for you...” He trailed off.

      Peeking out from the comfort of my best friend’s embrace, I met Zephyr’s intense gaze. “You did the right thing,” he added.

      I knew that.

      I did.

      It just felt like another stain on my soul. Another brick layered around my heart. If we did make it to Subterranea, I wondered what would be left of me; the girl and her crossbow. 

      “Hey, look at me,” Cavendish’s voice pulled me back as he touched his head to mine, forcing me to look at him. “We’ll get through this.” His lips brushed over mine, soft and searching. I melted into the kiss, slipping my tongue into his mouth.

      Someone—Zephyr, I think—cleared their throat, but I flipped him off. I needed this. I needed the connection. 

      The reminder.

      The temporary escape.

      “Make love to me, Cav.” I whispered trying to climb up his body. 

      “Fuck, you can’t say that shit to me.” His hooded eyes broke away from me, sliding over to Zephyr and Denver who were watching us with interest.

      “I need this,” I said, my voice cracked with desperation. “I need you.” My fingers curled into his t-shirt.

      I needed to know he was here, that he was okay.

      “You’re sure?”

      I nodded, feeling drunk on desire, on my need for him. 

      Desperate for him to fill the void carving through my stomach. 

      He said something to the guys, but their muted words barely registered, then he was pulling me toward the tent. We stumbled inside, tearing at one another’s clothes. He managed to get me out of my pants before kicking off his own and then I pushed him down onto the pile of sleeping bags. He landed with a thud, hissing with pain.

      “Crap, I’m sorry. You’re hurt.” I straddled his legs, careful not to put any weight on him. My fingers reached for his t-shirt, but he swatted me away. 

      “I’m fine.” But his eyes told a different story.

      “Let me see.” My fingers covered his, lifting the damp material from his slick skin, gasping when I saw the huge purplish bruise. “Oh my—”

      “It’s not that bad.” He shoved my hands away again, pulling his t-shirt down. 

      It was bad.

      He just didn’t want me to know how bad.

      “What can I do to make it better?” The words spilled from my lips and he gave me a crooked grin. 

      “Come here.” 

      I leaned over him precariously, kissing him softly. “You could have died.” Tears collected in the corners of my eyes.

      “But I didn’t.”

      Cavendish leaned up on his elbows, deepening the kiss, growing hard beneath me. The truth about his injury was sobering, but I still wanted him. I still wanted to feel him inside me. I wriggled back, gliding my hands over his erection. 

      “Holy shit,” he choked out, falling back against our sleeping bags. Slowly, I worked his boxers down his legs, leaving them bunched up on his thighs. Then I gripped his shaft in my hand, stroking him up and down a couple of times, before pulling my panties to the side and sinking down on him, crying out with ecstasy. 

      Cavendish’s hand went to my hips, helping me rock back and forth over him. Sweat rolled down my chest and between the valley of my breasts, the air impossibly dense, as I rode him harder. Faster. Pushing through the deep ache I felt. Letting him stretch me, fill some of the void inside me.

      His whisky eyes were like two pools of molten lava staring at me, pulling me under until I was drowning in nothing but him. Our skin was slick, burning with desire and heat as we both raced toward the edge.

      “Fuck, Kyra, you are…” His teeth ground together behind his lips as he thrust harder, bending his legs behind me. I leaned down, sweeping my tongue into his mouth as my body began to tremble around him.

      And then we were both crying out, drowning our moans with clumsy kisses and harsh breaths.

      After a couple of seconds, I rolled off him, curling into his side, my fingers tracing the bruise I knew lay underneath his tee. “Thank you,” my voice was small.

      “You don’t ever need to thank me.” Cavendish twisted his head around to look at me. “I’ve waited for you for a long time.”

      “I know. Just promise me something,” I swallowed over the giant lump in my throat.

      “Anything.” He reached out, brushing the damp hair from my face. 

      “Promise me nothing will change if we make it.”

      “We’ll make it, Kyra,” he said without hesitation. But the words no longer held the same meaning. Somewhere along the way, I’d made peace with the idea of never making it.

      Welcomed it even.

      I was tired—so fucking tired. Just the thought of leaving this tent tomorrow to walk the last few miles was devastating. 

      Sensing the change in my mood, Cavendish said, “You can’t give up now. We’re so close.”

      “I don’t know how much more I have left to give,” I admitted.

      His arm tightened around me and I drifted off into a bittersweet sleep. 

      Sometime later, I heard the rustle of clothes and the shuffle of bodies, and then I was being drawn into Zephyr’s naked body, his very hard, very obvious erection pressed up against my ass. I wiggled against it, feeling my body begin to stir to life. He chuckled behind me.

      “Sleep,” he rasped, pressing a kiss to my shoulder. His fingers danced lazy patterns over my stomach, soothing me.

      And before long I was out cold.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, the mood was distinctively less tense. Zephyr was all business as he double-checked his map and kept glancing over at Cheyenne Mountain looming up ahead. Even Cavendish seemed brighter, and every time his eyes caught mine across our small camp, we shared a secret smile. 

      “Are you trying to drive me crazy?” Denver approached me, a mischievous glint in his eye.

      “Me?” I played dumb, inching away from him. But he advanced, his long legs eating up the distance between us.

      “The tent might be military grade, but it is definitely not soundproof.” His hand shot out, curling around my waist and pulling me into his chest. “Those little sounds you make...” He dipped his face to mine, eyes glittering lust. “I can’t wait to be the one making you moan like that.”

      Heat pooled in my stomach as I clenched my legs together. Last night, somewhere in the back of my mind, I’d wondered what Zephyr and Denver would make of me dragging Cavendish off to the tent. But it hadn’t changed anything. Zephyr had held me all night, kissing me hard this morning while the others lay next to us.

      “Denver...” His name spilled from my lips in a breathy moan. 

      “Yeah?” His eyes flashed, as if he was right there, imagining me underneath him as he moved inside me. Fixing his lips over mine, Denver kissed me. 

      “Hey, you two, cut it out.” That was Zephyr, but there was no hint of jealousy in his voice. “We need to get going if we want to make it by nightfall.” 

      Zephyr was certain we had less than eight miles to go. If we kept a steady pace, dug deep and found one more burst of energy, then chances were we could make it today.

      Denver smiled against my lips. “Are you ready to find Paradise on this godforsaken planet?”

      Heart heavy, chest tight, I nodded.

      I did want to find Subterranea.

      I just didn’t want it to change anything.
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        * * *

      

      The walk was quiet, each of us lost in our thoughts. The last two weeks had felt like a lifetime, but it was all worth it when Zephyr spotted the ravaged sign welcoming us to Macoby.

      “This is it. We did it. We made it.” I’d known Zephyr Dalton a long time, most of my life, and I’d never seen him cry. Not when we hugged our parents for the last time, watched their faces as they closed the hatch, sealing our fate, and theirs. But standing here, with Cheyenne Mountain looming over us like a beacon of hope, I could have sworn I saw tears streaking down his face.

      “Come here,” he said, softly offering me his hand. I went willingly, falling into his embrace, pressing myself up against his hard body.

      Cavendish came to stand at my other side, sliding his fingers through mine. Denver moved in behind me, his chest against my back, as we stood looking out over the scorched town.

      “What now?” I asked, my voice barely a whisper.

      “Now,” Zephyr said. “We find our happily ever after.”
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        Day 759

      

      

      Fresh air.

      Something so simple. A concept once taken for granted before the solar flare. There were days before we reached Subterranea when I never thought I’d inhale fresh air again. But here we are; adjusting to life inside Subterranea. A self-sustainable community beneath Cheyenne Mountain, in the old military installation.

      It feels bittersweet being here without Marisol and Miles. But as Cavendish keeps reminding me, it’s okay to feel relief. Relief doesn’t diminish my grief. We made it. We get to live, and in doing so, we can honor those no longer here. Marisol. Miles. My parents. Everyone from our town. Friends. Family. Classmates. We get to live… for them.

      But not everything is straightforward here. Every day, more survivors arrive at the huge reinforced steel doors. Resources won’t last forever—Dad taught me that much. The guys keep telling me not to worry, to enjoy the second chance we’ve been given. But I can’t help but wonder what happens when food becomes scarce and the bunks run out. Commander Dantry doesn’t like to talk about the future though; he prefers to focus on the here and now. On how we can contribute to Sub-T, as most people call this place. Zephyr is already training with the Guard, and I wouldn’t be surprised if he quickly works his way up the ranks. He’s busy, a lot. But he still makes time to hang out with me and the guys. We aren’t allowed to bunk together since we’re not married or family, which kind of sucks. I don’t sleep as well without Cavendish’s arms around me or being nestled between Zeph and Denver. And I see the way some of the girls in here look at them. Eyes hungry, lips pouty. Zeph finds the whole thing amusing, but I don’t.

      They’re mine and I’m theirs.

      Whatever the future holds, nothing will tear us apart.

      Nothing.

      K.

      

      
        
        The End
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      The green rays of Jupiter’s moon, Callisto, made the otherwise bright red lipstick appear black under its light. When Aaron tried to smear a swatch down the back of her hand, it left a faint streak, nowhere near the dark line she expected from such a risky color. Pulling it up to her face, she squinted and held her hand over the spot to block out some of the moon’s cast. It wasn’t even red anymore, just a sad mark of pink. She shook her head, and for a moment she paused and considered trying to salvage the maimed tube anyway. Even in its worn and dented state it tried to catch the light and shine, but it had long since turned into a strange, hard waxy substance that wasn’t anything like they designed it to be. Even looking past the tiny pebble and specks of dirt embedded in its crimson surface, however, it was still a glaring reminder of who she used to be; and she didn’t appreciate those memories being waved in her face. Her forehead and lips scrunched into hard lines of contempt as a tinge of hate unfurled in her gut.

      With a flick of her hand, she tossed the relic into the pile of discarded rubble and sighed. Three useless days had ticked by since she’d found anything useful enough to bother with. She ran a hand down her arm to knock away the orange powder that covered any surface it could find, skin included. Since water was scarce, the hardened dirt took every chance to break apart and turn into a powdery dust that filled the air every time the wind moved.

      Long past were the days of hot showers on a whim; now people tolerated a level of grime that would have driven them insane before. Shampoo, rinse, and repeat seemed like moot instructions when most people were struggling for water. Those standard directions were now a death curse, but maybe they were all along. Even now, some still pushed the limits, unable to grasp it would mean their death because there just wasn’t enough water to go around no matter how clever you were. Even the rich and powerful hadn’t been spared this sparse life of struggle in the blast's wake. Sure, a little extra water and soap hadn’t actually been the downfall of humankind, but it certainly didn’t help matters, especially since the declining ecosystem of Earth was what had sent them on this path to begin with. Aaron often thought about how stupid it was that the world had been destroyed anyway, and in the end it wasn’t the direct result of too many people wandering around eating out of plastic containers, or how many times you washed your hair, it had been people trying to fix it. If they had just left things alone, the situation would have still gotten worse, sure, but it would have been a million times better than this.

      A group of magic users had decided it would be a great idea to band together and yank Jupiter’s moon from its home and place it in orbit above the Earth. The theory was that it would help with global warming by acting as our moon’s back-up since it could barely pull the tides anymore. Plus, there was too much rising meltwater caused by humanity’s damage on the ecosystem. It was more complicated than that, but their main argument was that it would stave off the consequences of the destruction people had inflicted upon the planet. Too many manufacturing plants and an exploding population had taken its toll on the atmosphere, which was also breaking apart. Everyone should have realized an easy fix wasn’t going to reverse decades of abuse, but desperation sometimes caused people to do stupid things.

      Aaron, however, was too busy worrying about the price of brand-named shoes, or the plethora of high-end hair care products she needed to keep the ever-increasing humidity from ruining her carefully styled blond hair to give a crap about anything happening in politics, or the world of evil magical overlords. She wasn’t sure if it would have made a difference, but she wished she wasn’t so shallow back then. It had been a hard and quick lesson once things went wrong and Jupiter’s moon blasted a beam of murderous light across the surface of the planet, killing nearly everyone in its path. She survived, but no one she loved had made it. A magical power would have been nice to have on days like this one to help scavenge, but Aaron was born completely normal. It was rumored that the blast wiped most of them out, targeting magic users specifically. Considering the damage they had done, it was probably for the best.

      She kicked an empty milk jug and turned around. It was time to head home and stop thinking about the past. While she had enough supplies to last a long while, years even, Aaron didn’t like to take chances after witnessing others tear each other apart—literally—for goods. Luckily, most of the aggression caused in the aftermath had died down as the number of survivors thinned out because of fighting and things like starvation and infection, since there were no more handy pharmacies on each corner. The need to hide and live eventually outweighed the shock of what had happened to all of us. Unfortunately, that also made some survivors more vicious. They lived to steal from others and were free to torment innocents because they went unchecked.

      “One last stop and then home,” Aaron told herself as she picked up her boots and headed toward the bright moss colored orb that had changed her entire world. It was hanging in the night sky, lighting her way, so she kept the long metal police-styled flashlight tucked into the strap on her thigh. The thought of her situation made her chuckle at the ridiculousness of depending on something that had caused so much suffering.

      She still had to be careful though, because the ground wasn’t as stable anymore. Sinkholes, tunnels, and metal hatches dotted the terrain as survivors burrowed into the hardening Earth and escaped the world above out of fear that Callisto would send another blast and wipe out the rest of the population. Or they were running from the corruption and lawlessness they were powerless to stop at the hands of the cruel. Many who took refuge underground never came above anymore, content to live their lives in the shelter of darkness. The number of makeshift homes gave the impression that there were more people than in truth. Most had been raided, the occupants left for dead, or the clever ones had found better hiding spots. She shivered at the thought of what humanity would become if the trend continued. Images of cave dwelling sea creatures with milky eyes and colorless bodies danced through her head. She hoped people wouldn’t evolve into things that functioned better in the dark, but considering everything that had happened, she was prepared for the worst.

      A sudden chill ran across her arms and neck, making the hairs stand on end, and she stopped to scout her surroundings. She’d learned a long time ago to listen to her gut—it’s what had kept her alive this long.

      When she heard shuffling, she pulled her favorite blue handle switchblade from the sheath on her hip and walked over to investigate. All she found was a nest of rats scuttling under a piece of discarded wood that was so thin from wear it looked like cardboard. The nagging feeling of being watched still laid heavy across her back, but she had spent enough time dawdling and risking exposure, and for what? If she found danger, she didn’t want it. Best to keep going and leave it alone, she told herself.

      Aaron picked her boots back up and headed toward the only place she felt welcome besides her own little hovel. She had worked very hard on piecing her own home together—not so much for the aesthetic, because the metal flooring and walls left something to be desired, but because she took pride in how cleverly hidden she'd made the entrance. She kept it in the forefront of her mind and played with various ideas on how to make it even better as she walked across the hard, uneven earth that tried to trip her whenever she got too lost in her head. It wouldn’t have been so bad if the cracks were evenly spaced. Their depths were hidden in the shadows of the night, playing tricks on weary travelers. Aaron missed the lush greens and blues of the world from before the disaster, but the more she dwelled, the sadder it made her, so she shoved the thoughts to the back of her mind and continued crafting mental plans for the here and now. Anticipation at being in Jace's company was doing a wonderful job of lifting her out of her memories, so she let that warmth take the lead and fill her heart and mind.

      She continued trekking through the night without stopping. By the time she looked up, she recognized that hours had passed because the moons had shifted their places above her. The green tint of the world around her had grown into a deeper emerald because Callisto now hung below Earth’s moon. She had memorized the way the boulders rose and fell across the horizon in this otherwise empty pocket of land, so she would always be able to find her way through to her friend’s home beneath them. If someone didn’t know where to look, they’d never find the entrance. But that was the idea.

      At a slight gap in the formations, the second rock from the right slid under her outstretched hand as her body came to a stop. She used her hand to locate the top and the groove she had etched into her memory long ago. Then, she ran her palm straight down the side and slid her fingers into the crevice that housed the only thing that would open the door. She felt a cool metal handle and tucked two fingers into it before pulling the latch toward her just like Jace had taught her to do.

      The door that was set into the earth gave way and opened upward, revealing a light. She heard a shuffling of feet and knew he’d be there with weapons in hand. While he had known that she’d be coming around this way, set schedules did not exist in the new world, especially when scavenging or exploring were involved. When you found nothing, it seemed to take a lot more time out of your day or night.

      “Aaron?” Jace whispered her name from down below.

      She couldn’t help the grin that took over her features. She’d been by herself too long, the loneliness getting to her, and she hadn’t even been aware of it until she’d met him. Now that he was within touching distance, an invisible weight fell from her shoulders.

      “Yeah, it’s me. You can put the knife down.”

      She heard a chuckle as he came into view. His once handsome features were marred with a long scar that ran from his forehead down the side of his strong chiseled nose, but to her it seemed to add to his attractiveness, not take away from it. It gave him a manly ruggedness that screamed survivor and brought focus to his long-lashed amber eyes.

      She’d seen his features go hard more times than she could count, but those gazes were never pointed at her.

      “Are you going to stay this time?” he asked as his lips playfully tilted up on one side.

      She huffed and jumped down into the hole beside him. It was only a short distance from the surface, no ladder required, but that only lasted for a few feet before the tunnel began to tilt farther into the ground. The entrance to Jace’s home was long and narrow, ensuring only one person could come through at a time. He was clever and paranoid, but it kept him alive.

      As soon as her boots hit the ground and sent the dirt flying, Jace’s arms stabilized her by pulling her close. She heard him suck in air and knew he was drawing in her scent.

      “I missed you too, you sentimental fool,” she greeted. She allowed him to linger for a moment before pushing out of his arms and heading down the tunnel.
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        * * *

      

      After settling against the small kitchen counter, Aaron popped a small bite of candy into her mouth. Jace’s finger ticked against his thigh as he watched her eat a second piece. She knew his restraint was wearing thin, so with a single finger and a raised eyebrow, she beckoned. He closed the distance in a blur and slid his fingers through Aaron’s hair and pulled her to him. The taste of chocolate lingered, adding a rich, sugary flavor to her already sweet lips. He hardened against her stomach as he probed her mouth with the skill of a well-versed lover. He began slowly, mercilessly teasing her with each thrust that matched his urgent heartbeats. Once he was sure she would stay locked to him, he moved his hands down her arms, expertly squeezing the aches from her muscles every few inches. She moaned into his mouth when he got to her lower arms and massaged the tight knots that formed from her constant movement in her search for supplies. Aaron’s body was quickly turning to putty in his skilled hands, and she was enjoying every moment of it.

      Her eyes closed halfway under his ministrations, his bare skin pressed against hers, bringing with it the promise of sleep that his attention was starting to lull her into.

      She pulled back far enough to look into his eyes. “If you keep that up, I’m going to fall asleep, and that’s the last thing I want right now,” she whispered.

      His fingers froze.

      “That’s the last thing I want too,” he replied lowly, and grabbed the bottom of her shirt. He tugged it up and waited for her to lift her arms.

      She considered stopping him to pull his clothes off first, but she knew he had missed her fiercely and needed to see her. Silently, she lifted her arms and helped him pull the stained top from her body. She hadn’t worn a bra in months, but she didn’t even care anymore. The loss of the constraining devices was a small, liberating perk to this destroyed world of theirs.

      As soon as her tender flesh was freed, her nipples hardened into peaks, pulling her skin taut and sending a flow of heat to her center. Jace stepped back so he could take her in and tilted his head.

      “God, Aaron, you’re breathtaking even when you’re covered in dust,” he said with an upturn of his lips, and a hunger growing in his eyes.

      Aaron used to love compliments; now they seemed pointless. She politely returned his grin and took a step forward to press herself against him once more. She wanted to feel him moving inside her, not hear his flowery words.

      Her lips brushed against his in a silent plea to urge him on, but he moved back out of her range instead of returning her attention.

      “It’s been weeks, I want to see you,” he pleaded, and Aaron was suddenly met with a rush of self-consciousness under his gaze.

      Her arms moved up to cover her breasts, and Jace frowned. He shifted into her space and delicately gripped her face between his hands.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “There’s nothing wrong, it’s just… even after all this time I’m still not used to the way you look at me,” she replied.

      Jace’s frown deepened. “I know you, and that’s not all, is it? What else is bothering you?”

      Aaron let out a small sigh as a tear drifted down her cheek. “When we first started this thing between us, I told myself that it would be okay as long as I never grew real feelings for you,” she said as she dipped her chin toward her feet. “It was just supposed to be something to drive the unbearable loneliness out of our lives. That’s it,” she finished, and waited for his response.

      Aaron knew Jace cared deeply for her, and that he wasn’t afraid to show it like she was. Aaron desperately wished that Jace would just wrap her up in his arms, tell her everything would be alright, and to make love to her. She could always sense how much of his heart he put into his time spent with her, especially during sex, and she craved that feeling of safety and acceptance to guide her in that moment. He made anywhere they were together feel like home.
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        * * *

      

      Jace let her take a moment while he considered her words. He had been in love with her for a long time—nearly since the first night they were together—and he had since spent the rest of their relationship waiting for her to catch up. It was obvious she cared about him, especially in the way she treated him with a kindness that she never showed to anybody else they encountered together, but until she admitted it to herself there was nothing else he could do but wait for her brain to catch up with her heart. She had already lost so much; it was clear she had closed off her heart at the idea of ever being hurt again. Jace didn't want to lose her, and he loved her enough to wait until she was ready to tell him back in her own time.

      “Aaron,” he said as he lifted her face up so he could look her in the eyes. “I love you. But I don’t expect you to love me in return. There are no expectations here, you know that,” he explained truthfully. He never asked for anything from her that she wasn’t ready to give freely.

      Aaron heaved another sigh. “I know, but that’s the thing. I think it finally hit me on the way here. If I ever lost you, I wouldn’t be able to bear it. And I hate you a little for making me fall in love with you,” she said, but the look on her face told a different story. She didn’t hate him at all, she was just terrified.

      “I’m not going anywhere, I promise,” he soothed, and pushed her arms down to her sides. Aaron didn’t fight him as he wiped away the wet trail on her cheek and lifted her chin. Instead of stretching out the silence, he pulled her to him and found her mouth with his again. His lips brushing against hers warmed her to her toes as he took his time exploring her.

      The building pressure in her center made her muscles clench and release as he ran his fingers hypnotically along her arms, only to then draw another trail across the swell of her chest, over each hard nipple, and down toward her stomach. Climbing back up, he stopped to pull her aching peaks between his fingers, gently rolling them until they became almost too hard to bear. She could already imagine his hot tongue grazing her skin, and the thought alone finished igniting the building lust that threatened to tear her apart where she stood.

      Her hands became restless, so she reached for the button on his pants, but he put his palm over it to still her.

      “Let me have you—all of you. Please,” he begged, and she stopped to look into his eyes. She saw a magnitude of love written across his softened features that melted her completely. He needed this, and she wanted him to feel loved too. With a nod of her head, she silently walked over to the bed and climbed onto the worn mattress.

      Jace kept his eyes glued to her sprawled bare form as he rummaged through the small nightstand. This wasn’t a game they played often, but it wasn’t the first time either. She knew what he wanted—no, needed. He found the two lengths of rope along with the blindfold without much effort, and with them in his hand, stalked toward the bed.

      Aaron’s face relaxed with understanding, and her lips parted in anticipation.

      “Are you ready?” he asked before they began, and she dipped her head once in agreement.

      As Jace pulled one of her wrists above her head, a glint of arousal flashed across her eyes letting him know that she wanted this as much as he did, and he couldn’t help but smile a toothy grin. She responded by pushing her other wrist upward to await the second tie and raised her eyebrow. He quickly finished tying off the first one to the post on the salvaged headboard before moving to secure her second hand too.

      Once she was bound, he supported her head as he knotted the blindfold around her eyes before he guided her back to the pillow beneath it. Secured and blindfolded, her breath picked up as her mind spiraled with fantasies.

      She drew in a hiss when he began with a single finger down the center of her chest, repeatedly re-tracing his path, running a circle around each breast on the way up. Careful not to touch her nipples yet, he saw the pink of them darken a little more every time he grew close to one as she became more aroused. Not giving in to her desperate moan, he trailed back down, but this time unbuttoned her pants and moved himself off the end of the bed so he could pull them from her. She wasn’t wearing any underwear, and the sight of her delicate folds sent a shot of blood downward to his cock. Hardening unbearably, it pressed into the top of his pants, struggling to break free.

      Jace wanted to sink himself deep inside Aaron right then, but he forced himself to wait. Biding his time, he palmed her small foot and traced a finger upward along her sensitive arch and over her feminine pink toenail polish. He continued across the top of her legs, tickling her inner thigh, then edged his touch right outside her sex as he kept going along her belly and back to her nipples. This time he allowed the tips of his fingers to glide over the peaks. His cock jerked in response as she arched her back and rose off the bed at his touch.

      “Jace, please, I want you inside me,” she begged, but he didn’t respond with words. He didn’t do as she asked either. Rather, he lifted himself off the bed toward the nightstand where he pulled out a thickly veined sex toy from the drawer and a small bottle of lube they luckily found a few months ago on a supply hunt.

      “What are you doing?” she asked breathlessly while slightly struggling against the ropes. The headboard creaked in protest but didn’t give.

      “You’ll see,” he replied with a sultry hunger that deepened his voice.

      Aaron stilled. Her cheeks were already flushed a glorious shade of pink, and he could hear her breathing turn into a near pant. Her reaction made him struggle to fight for control, but this would be worth it, so he did so gladly.

      When he reached the bed again, he set the objects just out of reach beside her leg so she couldn’t feel them, and shifted to the end of the mattress until his mouth was resting above her sex. Her body rocked to meet him as his breath heated the delicate flesh outside of her center, but he lifted his face before she reached him. Once she relaxed back down onto the mattress, he flicked out his tongue and ran it up her outer lips. Aaron cried out as the wet of his mouth glided across her. She didn’t think she could hold on much longer. If he kept teasing her like that she would shatter before they even began what she desired most.

      Jace didn’t seem to care as he slid his tongue between her lips, lapping up her pleasure. She was already wet, and the sweet flavor of her pussy combined with the naturally floral scent of her skin threatened to cause him to spill in his pants. He paused to collect himself before he could continue. It had been far too long since they’d spent a night together. Once he was back under control, he used his hands to spread her pussy apart with his fingers, then danced his mouth across her in lazy circles. His tongue lingered, paying careful attention to her clit before running through her folds, plunging inside her, then licking back upward to tease her all over again. The gasping moans that came from her urged him on, and the swelling of her body told him she was close, so he pulled his mouth away.

      “God, Jace, fuck me!” she cried through heavy breaths.

      Jace smiled at her words and grabbed the dildo and the lube. Carefully making sure the entire shaft was covered in the slick substance, he applied a small amount to his fingers and pushed them inside of her. She whimpered and pulled her legs back to spread herself even further apart for him. He took his time, playing with her body at a teasing pace, making sure she was slick and ready.

      “Stay just like that,” he taunted her as he pulled his fingers from her and positioned the thick shaft at her entrance. It was too much to push in all at once, so he slid it along her folds. She wriggled and moved to match his movements. The anticipation of her wet pussy on his cock rose within himself as her body moved with the toy, begging for it to penetrate her. Finally, satisfied that she was ready, he pushed the tip into her. She let out a shuddering groan as it filled her entrance, so he pushed it in another inch. Her body stretched around its surface, her lips glistening in the light.

      Jace watched her head tilt back into the pillow as he slowly buried it to the hilt. His gaze slid down her body as he reached with his other hand to tease her clit, drawing the dildo out and pushing it back in again. Aaron’s moans and cries were coming in steady rhythms with his movements. He teased her bud as he filled her body. The feel of fabric against his hardness was driving him crazy, so he paused long enough to pull his length free and stroke his cock a couple times before returning his attention back to Aaron.

      He pushed the slick wet toy into her eager hole and held it still with one hand, while he fisted his shaft with the other, pushing all the way to the base. With a shudder, he decided he could stand it no longer, he needed to feel her heat wrapped around him. The sucking pop the dildo made as he drew it from her burned through him like a seductive thrall, and he moved into position above her as quickly as he could.

      Jace pumped his shaft once more, then sunk himself into her hot, pink pussy with a low gasp. She was tight but ready for him, so he didn’t pause; he thrust his cock into her until he felt her wetness hit his groin and groaned as her body clenched around him. His mind blanked as he lost the control he fought to maintain. His thrusts matched his desire, growing faster and harder, but he knew from the whimpers of pleasure that Aaron was making that she was close to climax and wouldn’t want him to hold back, anyway.

      With one hand by her hip to hold himself up, he spread his other up along her body until he reached her tight nipples, flicking each before pinching one between his fingers and squeezing hard, trying to drive her over the edge so he wouldn’t come before she did.

      Aaron gasped and threw her head back as her body arched off the bed in a sudden uncontrollable jerk. Her body gripped his cock like a vice as her orgasm pulsed them both into bliss. He joined her mere seconds later, their bodies rocking in pleasure until they were spent.

      The scent of sweat and sex hung heavy in the air, and he could taste lingering salt on his mouth.

      “Holy shit Jace, what was that?” Aaron managed through panting breaths, as Jace pulled the blindfold from her eyes.

      A chuckle rumbled through his chest. “I told you I missed you,” he replied as he lifted himself up on his arms and began kissing a trail up her body to her mouth.

      “Hold on there, cowboy. I think I need a snack before we have round two,” she said halfheartedly, attempting to wiggle out from under him. Taking her cue, he untied her wrists so she could move.

      Jace waggled his eyebrows at her as he hopped up off the bed to go find her the surprise he had been saving. Under a stack of notebooks on the desk across the room was another chocolate bar, and not just the few pieces like he had given her earlier.

      He held it out in her direction and her face lit up when she saw it.

      “I should be mad that you were holding out on me, but I’m not,” she said as she broke off a large chunk and shoved it into her mouth. She let out the same moans when she ate chocolate as she did when Jace made love to her, causing his body to stir again as images of her spread legs and glistening lips crowded his mind.

      Aaron was too distracted by her treat to notice, so he quickly grabbed a pair of pants and pulled them on. As much as he wanted to ravage her again, his mouth was so dry it was stuck together, and his stomach was rumbling in protest.

      Aaron had finished her piece of chocolate and was pulling her shirt over her arms when a loud crack sounded through the air, accompanied quickly by falling dirt and debris from the hardened earth ceiling above them.

      “What the heck was that?!” she yelled and quickly finished dressing.

      Jace had already pulled a shirt on and was jamming his feet into his boots when it happened again.

      “I have no idea. Come on, let’s get to the periscope so we can see what’s going on up there.”

      Jace grabbed her hand, pulling her behind him in a rush. Aaron wasted no time and followed as closely as possible. The effects of a harsh survival made sure they were both in good shape, unless you counted the lack of fresh vegetables and food. Still, they could sprint on command thanks to being used to the danger that constantly surrounded them.

      Jace and Aaron burst into the next room that was lined with gun racks on the walls and tabletops covered with various other weaponry sprawled across them. In the corner was a metal ladder that led to a steel platform. Originally installed in a military submarine, Jace had somehow managed to drag it all the way back here. It was a story he had never gotten around to telling Aaron and wished he had. There were many wishes and regrets rolling around in his head now that the earth was threatening to cave down on them. But the only thing he knew for sure was they couldn’t go topside until they were certain there was no one up there trying to kill them. He refused to risk Aaron’s life, but if it came to it, there were other ways to escape his hold in the ground.

      “Hurry!” Aaron cried as more debris rained down.

      Jace jumped up the ladder two steps at a time. Once he was to the top, he spun the periscope around and glanced through the eyepiece.

      “There are two trucks and at least five men up there,” he reported, following it with a few select curse words. “And they… what the fuck! Aaron, get down!” he screamed as a man decked out in camouflage threw a grenade toward the main entrance.

      The impact threw Jace backward off the platform, sending him to the ground. Aaron was knocked off her feet, but as soon as the earth stopped shaking, she shot up and raced toward him. The wind was forced from his lungs and his head was swimming, but he was still in a single piece.

      “Oh my god, Jace, you’re bleeding!” Aaron cried and pushed her hands against his forehead.

      As soon as he sat up, a trickle of warm blood ran across his nose. He knew he had to get his head clear and get Aaron out of here before the ceiling really did fall through. With the kind of artillery the intruders were using, it wouldn’t be long either.

      Jace placed a hand over Aaron’s. “I need to bandage it, and we need to get to the back entrance or we’re going to die down here,” he instructed as he nuzzled her hand before he yanked off his shirt. Aaron scrambled to help him wrap it around his head. With a hard pull, he tied it off in the back and stood.

      “Grab some weapons,” he said as he did the same and stuck a nine-millimeter in the band of his pants. He didn’t wait to see what she snagged; instead he strapped a couple of knives to his thighs and grabbed her hand again. “Come on, we gotta go!”
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        * * *

      

      Aaron shoved one more grenade in the backpack she found lying in Jace’s supply room before chasing after him. The ground seemed to quake as they made it to the back entrance. There was no time to scout outside before they hit the dirt running, so they came out of the door with a vengeance. There was only one safe place to go, and they needed to get away without anyone seeing them, or they didn’t have a chance in hell. Whomever was trying to get into Jace’s home didn’t give a crap if they killed them in the process, and she certainly wasn’t going to stop for a chat to make sure they knew someone had been home when they started trying to blow the place apart.

      Luckily, the men were occupied with getting the door open, which meant they didn’t notice them as they ran out the back and across the jagged land as fast as they could. There was shelter on the way to her house, but they had to get to it first. Old, run down houses and buildings dotted the way, and the last time she checked they had all been empty.

      When she noticed Jace slowing down to look back for her, she hissed, “I’m here! Go!” through clenched teeth, trying not to attract attention.

      He nodded and whipped his head back around. On they ran, and thankfully there was still no sound of pursuit, but her lungs were starting to get tired as the shock wore off. Panic began to creep up in her chest, and tears streamed down her cheeks. No matter what, she couldn’t stop, because Jace wouldn’t leave her and it would put his life in danger. She would rather push herself until she fell dead before she risked him. Finally, an abandoned house came into view on the horizon. Her second wind kicked in, and her fear ebbed. They were almost to safety, even if it was temporary.

      Her foot caught on a crack in the hard clay, and she was sent stumbling forward. By the time she realized what was happening, it was too late to do anything about it. The next thing she was aware of was pain racing up her wrists from the damage done to her hands after being scraped against the hard earth. A moment of shock kept her motionless and prone on the ground before her brain snapped into gear. Jace was running back toward her to help. A new well of panic dumped into her system as she pushed herself up off the ground.

      “No, keep going,” she mouthed silently while waving her bloody hands. Jace was already to her before she could protest anymore. He tucked an arm into hers, and with a quick glance around to make sure no one was following, they hobbled together to the house in front of them.

      By the time they had reached the front door, Aaron was crying in earnest. Jace got her through the doorway and gently lowered her to the floor before shutting the door. It took him three tries to get it quietly closed all the way because the hinges were rusted over, but he finally got it situated and went to join her where she was assessing the damage.

      Her knee was busted, and her hands were on fire, but she was certain that nothing was broken. When she looked up into Jace’s face, she started laughing.

      “What are you laughing at?” he asked with a huff. Clearly, he didn’t think the situation was funny at all.

      “Look at us! We’re both covered in blood and running like demons from some crazy guys who were trying to blow your house up. We look ridiculous,” she answered.

      A smile crept over Jace’s face, and he chuckled back at her. “Yeah, I guess we do,” he said and pulled her into his lap. “But at least we have each other. I wouldn’t have it any other way,” he added, as he placed a kiss on the side of her cheek.

      “Me too,” she replied and exhaled a sigh of relief at being pressed into the safeness of his body. After a few moments, Jace began to inspect her wounds and assess the damage they’d both endured.

      Satisfied that she would be okay, he turned to her with gentle eyes. “Do you think you can keep going? It would be best not to stay here.”

      Aaron was more worried about Jace’s head wound than her own scrapes, but she knew he was right. They were still in serious danger out in the open. Even though she was worried traveling would make his injury worse, she agreed with a dip of her chin.

      She threaded her arm through his and feigned the need for help so she could assist him without wounding his pride, not that he would ever be so callused as to push her away or be rude about it. She knew that if he felt like he was needed, he would pull on his reserves of strength and get them there. Trying to carry a grown man was off the table. Even attempting to drag him in a makeshift cot if he fell over would be nearly impossible. She had grown strong and independent since Callisto ripped their world apart, but she knew her limitations all too well.

      The moment they stepped through the door to make their way to her home, they heard the sounds of vehicles coming their way and ducked back inside.

      “Fuck,” Jace cursed. “If we stay here, they’re going to find us, but if we go out there, we’re dead.”

      “I have an idea, hold on,” Aaron said and pulled a grenade from her pocket. “All we need is a distraction, and we can run out the back.”

      Jace’s eyes drew down in worry. “We’ll never make it on foot, not injured.”

      Aaron already knew that. The wheels in her head were turning faster than she could keep up with. If only she could draw some of them away from one of their trucks, she could throw Jace in it and drive like a mad woman out of there.

      “No, Aaron. Don’t even think about it,” Jace said, knowing what she was contemplating, but it was too late. They were all out of options.

      “We have to do something, and I’m not willing to let you die.” A few tears rolled down her face.

      Jace grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her face to his. “And I’m not willing to let you die either.” The anger creasing his face smoothed as he let out a loud sigh. “If we’re going to do this, we do it together. We’ll have a better chance that way. You sneak out back and throw the grenade, and I’ll wait by the front door to see what’s going on, then snatch one of their vehicles. After you throw the damn thing, run back into the house and wait for me by the door,” he instructed, taking the lead on their crazy plan. They knew it would most likely see them both in an early grave in the next thirty minutes.

      Aaron didn’t speak. Instead, she grabbed his face and pressed her lips to his. Her tongue tried to find every corner of his mouth just in case this was the last kiss they’d ever share. Jace wrapped his arms around her middle and pulled her tighter against his hard body, the heat between them rising.

      Aaron broke the kiss first; they needed to hurry. The sounds of engines were nearly at the yard. “You know, they may just drive past us,” she whispered with a hopeful tone even though she didn’t really believe that.

      Jace gave her a weak half smile. “Maybe so. Let’s get ready anyway while we hope for the best,” he said with a wink.

      The roar of trucks was upon them now, so they both turned to look out the still open door from their position against the wall beside it. It was just enough cover so they couldn’t be seen right away, but not enough to keep them safe for long. Sure enough, they had stopped in the yard and men were filing out. Aaron couldn’t imagine they actually knew anyone was here, at least she hoped. She cast the thought aside as a man on a loudspeaker yelled loud enough to shake what little composure she had left.

      “Jace Michaelson, we know you’re in there! You have two seconds to come out or we’re going to burn you out!”

      Aaron turned back toward Jace with confusion written across her features. “Do you know these people?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “No, Aaron, I swear. I have no idea who those guys are.”

      “But… how do they know your name?” Aaron wondered aloud.

      “I don’t know, but… do you trust me?” he asked.

      “Of course I trust you,” Aaron replied. She trusted him more than anyone else in the whole world.

      “Change of plans. Keep the grenade in your hand, but I need to find out who they are and why they were trying to break into my house. If they want me this badly, they’ll just follow us if we run, and I’m not bringing these crazy fuckers to your doorstep,” he said and walked to the doorway before she could protest.

      “I’m here, what do you want?!” Jace yelled back at the man who seemed to be in charge.

      “We want your stash of guns, you idiot, what do you think we want! We’ve blown your hideout to hell and we still can’t find the entrance! Show us how to get inside, and we won’t kill you!”

      Aaron peeked out through the sidelight beside the door, where she saw the man standing in the bed of an old beat up, dark blue pickup truck. It was so covered in road dirt it looked like someone had painted the bottom half in orange clay. He had unkempt brown hair and a scowl on his face. This guy meant business.

      “Don’t go out there,” she hissed.

      “I have to. But promise me you’ll stay quiet. There is no point in both of us dying today. I couldn’t bear it,” he countered, speaking out of the side of his mouth so they wouldn’t see him talking to her.

      “If they hurt you, I’m blowing them up,” Aaron muttered with a dead serious expression, and she meant it too.

      “I don’t have a stash of anything, much less guns!” Jace yelled.

      “We know you do! Your friend down the road was more than happy to sell you out once we started carving him up!”

      “Motherfucker,” Jace cursed.

      Aaron was aware that Jace knew a few people around the area, but none of them were exactly friends—just people he traded with. Besides, he wouldn’t have told anyone about his gun stash. It sounded like the poor soul had exaggerated and said whatever they wanted to hear because he was being tortured. Not that it mattered. Even if Jace walked outside and gave them what guns he had, they’d kill him anyway. There was no peaceful way to end this.

      When they heard the man start counting backward from ten, they both knew they were out of time. As Jace cleared the doorway, Aaron took action. Jace was only going out there to save her, but she couldn’t stay in here while he did that. As if her body took over, she became disassociated. She was transported, watching from above as she joined him on the porch and shoved him aside as hard as she could. He stumbled and fell to his knees, signaling to her brain that it was show time. Using her teeth, she popped the pins out of the two grenades she held. Then she flung the death devices at the men with every ounce of strength and skill that she had.

      As if the gods themselves were helping her, they both flew true to their targets. The first one landed at the feet of the man standing in the truck while the other landed beside the second vehicle. Surprise fell over everyone’s faces as they realized what was about to happen. There was no time for them to run.

      Aaron smiled manically as she grabbed Jace by the back of the shirt and pulled him inside a single second before destruction rained down on their attackers. The wall between them and the explosion shook as chips from the ceiling toppled down on them, but by some miracle the structure held together. It had been so loud that she couldn’t hear anything except a vague ringing in her head, which made her panic for a moment until she glanced back out the shattered window and saw shrapnel and pieces of what used to be men lying around. Not a single person was alive outside the house.

      “Are you okay?” she tried to ask Jace. She felt the vibration of her words rumble through her head since her ears were still refusing to work properly.

      Jace’s only response was a pair of widened eyes and an open mouth from where he lay after she had pulled him just past the door. After a few moments of staring at her, his mouth moved and she could make out a bit of sound, but not what he was trying to say.

      “What? Jace! I can’t hear you!” she yelled.

      He shook his head, then hoisted himself up onto his feet. Together they walked back outside. This time there was no porch, only random boards in a semblance of one, and they gingerly stepped through the wreckage and out onto the long dead lawn.

      Jace seemed to be assessing the damage, but Aaron already knew the vehicles had taken too much of a hit to be of any use. The blast had turned one on its side with the remnants of the man in charge. The other was just a fiery frame with its guts blown everywhere.

      Silently, Jace turned back to her and tried to give her a smile, but it came out weak and weary. Then, he reached over to grab her palm and began pulling her behind him. Sometimes you had to do terrible things to survive, and they were both intimately aware of that fact. The world was no longer the safe place they were once carefree children in. Still, taking life was not something she relished, and she honestly tried to avoid it at all costs. Risking Jace, however, was not something she was willing to do. She would kill a hundred hateful renegades if it kept him safe. And he surely would have done the same for her. Her thoughts turned to the innocent people holed up under the earth, just trying to survive, and anger welled up in her gut. People like those men were the reason society didn’t have a chance to rebuild, and it wasn’t fair. Maybe she should do more than hide and try to live. Maybe she could make a difference, like she’d done today, and convince others to do the same. But there was also a war in her head about ending up no better than they were if she ran around murdering people.

      They were almost to her home when she finally snapped out of her thoughts. Jace had been quiet the entire way, even though the ringing in her ears had finally stopped for the most part.

      “I can’t believe you did that,” he said suddenly with a chuckle. Leave it to Jace to laugh about something so terrible. He always was good about lightening moods that were heavy enough to strangle a person.

      “I didn’t know what else to do, I wasn’t going to let them take you. They would have killed you once they had what they wanted,” she retorted. They both fell back into silence until they reached the car that doubled for an entrance into her house.

      Aaron pulled the back door open and folded the seat down to reveal a steel plate with a keyhole strategically placed in the corner so that it wouldn’t look like what it was. Then she pulled out a single key from her pocket, stuck it in the lock and turned. The metal groaned and creaked as she pulled it open, and she dusted the rust off her hands after she let it fall to the side, exposing the dank air beneath. She let Jace go first, and once they were safely inside, pulled the hatch back into position above them and locked it back.

      Her home didn’t taper off into the ground like Jace’s. Instead, there was a metal ladder anchored into the side of the Earth that led them straight down. The place once belonged to a survival junkie—the kind everyone thought was crazy until the unthinkable happened, and then suddenly everyone needed what they had. She knew this because there was hoards of food, plant seeds, clothing, and water that lined the walls when she found it. It had saved her malnourished and desperate body from dying. The owner was long gone, probably dead in the blast like most people. She wasn’t sure if there used to be a house somewhere on the land since all she had found was a strange rectangular sheet of metal. In her scavenging desperation, she lifted it and it opened to the last thing she expected. The key, she found later down below laying on a workbench. When she first discovered it, she had grabbed enough food for a week and left for fear of the owners return. But after a few weeks of staking the place out, she had been confident that it was truly abandoned, and moved in and made it her own. It was all a mystery that would never yield answers, but she often thought of the owners and who they might have been. Occasionally she sent a silent thank you into the heavens for saving her.

      They traveled down into the depths of her home in silence, but the moment she hit the bottom, Jace whirled her around and pulled her body close.

      She was glad for the closeness after almost losing him today. Just hours earlier she had been thinking of ways to tell him that she didn’t want to move in, knowing full well that he already had her heart, and now she felt stupid for being so stubborn. It was the two of them against this seriously messed up world, but together they were stronger, and not so damned lonely. In that moment, she truly believed they would be okay as long as they kept holding onto what they had. And while they might never have a white picket fence or two-and-a-half kids, they could still have the kind of love that people from any generation would be jealous of.

      “I was so scared I was going to lose you today,” Jace whispered into her hair.

      “Me too,” she replied as she squeezed him as hard as she could.

      The longer they stayed in each other's arms, the more a calmness settled over her, along with a familiar warmth that built up in her center.

      “I need you,” she said into his chest.

      “You’re crazy, but I need you too,” he replied.

      “No. I need you Jace. I need to feel your skin,” she added and stepped back out of his arms. She was covered in dirt, and her hair was a disaster, but she didn’t care. She couldn’t wait a moment longer to press herself against him, skin to skin; soul to soul.

      “Oh,” he breathed. A smoldering fire lit within his irises as he wasted no time in pulling his shirt up over his head.

      Aaron walked backward, keeping eye contact, until she felt the wall and reached for the light switch. The bunker was illuminated by the lazy audible flicker of overhead halogen bulbs, and Jace's face came fully into view. In the chaos, she had forgotten he had a head wound and she mentally cursed at herself, but the concerned expression on her face must have told him what she was thinking.

      “I’m fine,” he whispered before he claimed her mouth. It was obvious that her need had spread to him as he devoured her with fervor. With each flick of his tongue, her entire body grew hotter. His hold went from a gentle caress of her face to a desperate grab along her back and waist.

      Aaron grasped at him with equal urgency as she tugged him towards her bed, leading him where she wanted him to go. But instead of falling to the bed and allowing him to have his way as she did earlier, she turned him until his legs were flush with the mattress, and then gently pushed him. He cooperated with a huge grin and bounced once as he dropped, sitting before her, his head level with her stomach.

      “Lay down,” she commanded.

      Once he did, Aaron knelt down and unbuttoned his pants, shimmied them down his legs and threw them on the floor. Splatters of grime and blood were smeared across his tanned skin. She could even see a few new injured places he hadn’t told her about. It all made him even more beautiful to her—her tough and kind man.

      After she explored his body with her eyes, she slinkily climbed onto the bed and straddled him, then pressed her still clothed body against his bare skin.

      “No fair,” he tried to tease, but she kissed him and dipped her tongue into his mouth to cut off the complaint. She wanted to take her time, just like he had earlier.

      Once she felt his cock rise against her, she began working her mouth down his neck. After she covered it in tiny kisses, she trailed down his chest, leaving him gasping. The lower she got, the harder he became as if his body was trying to encourage her even lower. And she did, flicking her tongue out to taste him every few inches. When she reached the peak of hair at his groin, she kissed her way around the sides to taunt him. Every clench of his abdomen set her core on fire. Her muscles responded to his clenching rhythm, a delicious melody between the two of them. Aaron paused to take in the sight of him again and give her heat a moment to simmer down to a bearable level. She let her breathing take over for a few moments. She wasn’t ready for it to end.

      Re-composed, she encircled him with her hand and closed her fingers around his width. When he groaned, she began working his cock in agonizingly slow movements.

      “Aaron,” he half cursed, and half moaned. A smile crept over her lips as she lowered her head and sucked his tip into her mouth. She used her tongue to taste his head and the bead of cum that had risen at her ministrations. He tasted like salt and earth, but under those things was a spice that was all him. As she finished circling that bit of him, she took his cock as far into her mouth as it would go and sucked hard. Jace’s hips bucked and pushed him even further into her throat, causing her to pull away for a moment. But she was determined to draw his pleasure out, so she pushed back down and swallowed him again.

      “Fuck. Aaron!” he cried. He had grown rock hard as she both sucked and jacked him with her hand, and based on his trembling she knew he was getting close.

      Aaron wanted him inside her before he came though, so she backed away, leaving him wet and glistening in the light before her. At her absence, he propped himself up on his elbows and frowned. “Come here,” he begged, but she just smiled and began pulling her clothes off.

      Naked and full of lust, she slunk back to the bed and straddled him. This time her hot center met his still wet cock, and as she ground against him it glided through her folds, creating a delicious friction. She rocked her hips and a shiver ran down her back as her swollen clit pressed hard against his shaft. Lifting up, she positioned herself above him and sunk back down while taking the entire length of him into her in a rush. Even though she was already soaking and ready, the sudden fullness of him stretching her made her gasp and pause to get used to it. He began to work his hips, rocking into her while adding pressure to her clit with each movement. Watching her, he reached up and flicked her already hard nipples before pinching them between his fingers just hard enough to send another jolt of pleasure to her pussy.

      Bracing her hands against his chest she started slowly riding him, lifting and falling, feeling him slide in and out, but as the heat built in her core, her rhythm became a grinding of flesh as she desperately sought to find her release against him.

      Jace tried to take control, but she quickly stopped him. She clasped her hands around his wrists and pinned them above his head. With the new angle, most of her body was deliciously pressed against his, and she could feel her muscles tightening with pleasure as her nerves were set aflame. Tighter and Tighter her body coiled as she listened to her lover groan and growl beneath her. And then Jace lifted his head and sucked her taut nipple into his mouth, causing her to gasp breathlessly as she shattered around him. Her inner walls clenched tight, refusing to let him go, her orgasm spasming around him, milking his own release as they both cried out until there was nothing left but weak aftershocks.

      As she lay on his chest, she tilted her head up so she could look into his eyes. “I do love you,” she whispered.

      He smiled, and with a genuine, loving softness said, “I love you too.”

      “Looks like you’ll have to move in with me instead of the other way around,” she added, and waggled her eyebrows at him.

      His smile deepened. “I guess so.”

      Aaron was content just as she was, so she closed her eyes. She just needed a moment after their exhausting day—at least five sweet minutes without worrying about anything else but the spicy scent of Jace’s skin that always reminded her of Autumn.
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        * * *

      

      Jace had woken up before Aaron, who he desperately tried not to disturb after she fell asleep against his chest last night, but he had managed to slip out from under her for a bit before reclaiming his spot. She was still naked under the thick brown blankets he had piled on top of them to keep her warm.

      The heart shape of her lips kept drawing his attention, but not sexually. He was overcome by the kind of feeling where his heart beat in strange patterns and he thought he’d die if she ever left him. Not a very ‘manly’ thing, but he didn’t give two shits about that. Aaron was his everything. Even if the world hadn’t ended, he knew he would have still picked her out of a crowd, like a rose surrounded by weeds. Her stubborn independence and amazing smile always lifted his spirit and made him feel whole.

      “Good morning,” he murmured as her eyes cracked open.

      She blinded him with a tired grin, then lifted her hands above her head and stretched like a lazy cat, her hair sticking out in all directions. His heart swelled, and even though he hadn’t thought it possible, he loved her even more right then.

      “Good morning to you too, you sexy devil,” she said through a second yawn. “I’m starving.”

      Aaron noticed that Jace’s head look completely healed. “I knew it,” she whispered.

      “Knew what?” he asked in reply.

      Aaron pointed a finger at the healed mark on his head. “You have magic. I don’t know what kind, but I’ve suspected it for a while now. There was no way you built that bunker without it, and the wound on your head had at least a couple weeks before it healed this much.”

      He blew out a long breath. “I’m not even sure what all I can do. My parents were completely normal, and I’ve never known anyone else with magic I could talk to. Plus, I’ve been hiding it my whole life, trying to fit in. I guess I didn’t tell you out of habit. I’m sorry.”

      “I don’t care that you have magic. I wouldn’t care if you had eight toes on each foot or a tail, I love you silly,” Aaron said with a chuckle. The tension fell from Jace’s posture, and he smiled at her in awe. He didn’t think he could love her any more than he had when she first woke up, but she had just proven him wrong.

      Jace had been so caught up in his confession, he totally forgot he had made them food while he waited for her to wake. He jumped up and grabbed the bowls off the worktable nearby before handing her one.

      Aaron’s eyes grew as big as the moon as she moved the spoon around and inspected the contents. “Is this…?”

      “Yep, maple and brown sugar oats—your favorite. I found a couple packs stashed behind some other things. They must have fallen out of the box somehow,” he explained. It was a lie; he had put them aside for her because they were her.

      “God this is heaven,” she muttered through mouthfuls, and he couldn’t help but chuckle.

      “What kind are you eating?” she asked.

      “There were some plain packets left; they’re not bad,” he said and ate a spoonful while trying not to make an unhappy face at the blandness. He had eaten a lot worse, and he certainly wasn’t going to stick his nose up at something decent like oatmeal whether it was his favorite variety or not.

      Aaron glared at him and rose from the bed, bowl still in hand, and moved over to where he sat. Without saying a word, she grabbed the bowl from him and replaced it with hers, then sat back down on the mattress and covered her legs back up.

      “I lied. Plain is my favorite,” she said with a completely straight face.

      Suddenly, he didn’t want to eat oatmeal anymore—not when the most thoughtful woman on the planet was sitting a mere three feet from him. He already felt his cock stirring as he imagined licking his way up her tender folds in appreciation for being who she was. Jace got up, set the bowl back on the bench, and went to show Aaron just how much he loved her.
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      Thank you for going on this adventure with Aaron & Jace! If you enjoyed this short story, keep your eyes peeled for my new series based in the same universe that will be released this month. You can find information about it and my Queen Lucy series on my website at the link below!

      

      
        
        http://RhiannonLeeAuthor.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THEIR LAST KISS

          

        

        
          Katie May and Loxley Savage

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A fantasy dystopian reverse harem romance short story

      

      

      

      
        
        When her nightmares tell a future where her loved ones have all perished in the fires, Ana will do anything to see her dragon one last time. Follow Ana as she runs to find her lover and lose herself in his awaiting arms. Torrent and Ana share a night of passion before their last kiss...
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            Anastasia

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve always hated going to bed.

      Since I was a young child, my stomach would clench with a tumultuous mixture of fear and anxiety at the mere prospect.

      I wasn’t afraid of the dark like normal children.

      I was afraid of my own mind.

      My bedroom was at the top of our palace - an immense building carved into the side of a mountain. Dirt and spurts of grass coated the interior ground, and vines curled across the walls, obscuring every available surface. Only the window escaped its thorny green claws. I had heard that some Kingdoms used glass to keep out the elements, but I found that ridiculous. What was the point of a window, if not to get fresh air and sunlight?

      It looked out into a forest of Cyprus trees and evergreen pines. Various subspecies of trees intermingled, their foliage creating a kaleidoscope of color. Despite being early fall, most of the trees still kept their dark green tint. However sprinkled throughout the green canopies were shades of deep burgundy and vibrant yellow. The entire scene was quite enticing. I could stare out at the boughs and sweeping fields for hours.

      Or, as Knox so eloquently liked to put it, stare outside until all my problems diminished.

      But they didn’t disappear. Not really. Instead, they became locked inside various boxes that I willfully ignored. No amount of digging would uncover them from the deepest recesses of my mind. If I pushed them away, then maybe, just maybe, I would forget.

      That all shattered whenever I slept. Dreamt. They rose from the deepest crevices of my mind, assaulting me with their intensity. There was no escaping my problems.

      My destiny.

      “Can’t sleep?” Knox mumbled tiredly, languidly stretching at the foot of my bed. He had fallen asleep in his small animal form, but at some point during the night had transformed himself back into a man.

      I tried not to be distracted by all of the skin on display. I honestly did.

      Knox was my familiar, and a Phoenix. He could shift into a few different animals but he preferred his bird form. As a Phoenix he had onyx black features with blue, purple, and orange streaks adorning the wings. His eyes were the most fascinating characteristic, though I would never admit that to him.

      They were flames. Brilliant combinations of red, orange, and yellow, flickering intermittently in his pupil. Sometimes, the flames were so large that they practically emanated heat. At other times, they were mere embers, burning steadily with banked fire. I could stare into his eyes for hours and never tire of them.

      His man form, however, was an entirely different story. It hadn’t bothered me when we were kids. In fact, I loved having a playmate that wasn’t my brother or the stuffy noble children.

      I hadn’t even noticed at first when his muscles became more defined, accentuating a six pack and a trickle of black hair on his lower abdomen. I was oblivious when his shoulders broadened. When his baby fat diminished, leaving behind high cheekbones and full pouty lips. When his shock of dark hair grew purple, blue, and orange streaks, heightening the color of his eyes.

      Until one day...I noticed. I couldn’t tell you when or how, only that I did. Suddenly, he wasn’t just my lanky best friend, the person designed specifically for me, the other half of my soul, a gift sent straight from the gods. He was something undefinable. Trying to figure out what Knox was to me was like trying to stop the waves in the ocean from crashing into the shore. Impossible and exhausting.

      “Can’t sleep,” I answered at last, turning to face him. He was watching me through half-lidded eyes, his hair sleep-mussed and tousled.

      “Dreams?”

      Dreams was such a soft term for what I experienced.

      My silence must’ve been answer enough, for Knox sighed, throwing his legs over the side of the bed and striding towards me. His fingers traced across one of the twining vines as he walked.

      Without a word, he wrapped his arms around me and rested his chin on my head.

      “You need to go to sleep. I can feel your exhaustion through the bond,” he murmured. I felt a brief flicker of guilt. I had noticed the bags beneath his eyes, but I contributed it to his own lack of sleep, not mine. “Don’t. Don’t feel guilty. You know I couldn’t care less about that.”

      There was no doubting the sincerity in his words.

      Being with Knox was like coming home after stumbling through a snowstorm. Immediately once you entered the house, heat would engulf you like a warm blanket. The smell of chocolate would waft from a nearby room mixing with the pervasive scent of freshly picked roses. You would curl up before a fire, the rest of the world disappearing as utter contentment and relief filled you.

      Knox was my home. My safe place. My best friend.

      And he was also right. My body was weary after so many days without sleep.

      “You’re right,” I agreed reluctantly at last. Saying the word “right” to Knox usually resulted in a cocky-ass smile. “When did you get so wise?”

      “I was born so,” he said lightly. He couldn’t resist flashing me a smug smile.

      “Liar,” I quipped, walking towards my bed. I could hear his footsteps behind me before he plopped down into his usual position at the foot of my bed. “You weren’t born. You were created.”

      He snorted. “Semantics.”

      “There was no vagina or penis involved in your conception,” I teased. Knox had quite literally just appeared. He had no memory of where he had come from, only that his purpose was to serve me. The elders had confirmed the familiar bond between us, and we had been inseparable ever since.

      “Quit talking about penises and vaginas.” His hand rested on my calf, giving it a quick squeeze. “It’s making me horny.”

      “Kinky little shit,” I mumbled, but exhaustion was already creeping up on me. I tried to fight it, but my body welcomed the darkness with opened arms.

      Just before sleep consumed me, I heard Knox whisper, “Sleep, my love.”

      And then I was out.

      

      The hills were coated in a gray mist, seeping from the ground and curling over the landscape like a dense fog.

      Foliage crackled beneath my feet as I stared up at the gray sky. Bloated storm clouds hid the sun from view, and a frigid wind made goosebumps erupt on my skin. It was uncharacteristically cold for this time of year.

      Spinning rapidly, I took stock of my surroundings. Or, more accurately, the lack of.

      Where there were once trees now only held stubs and dead leaves. The mountain that had served as my home - the Earth Kingdom’s palace - had been reduced to shambles.

      There was only one word to describe the landscape, from the grassless fields to the demolished forests. Dead. Desolate. The silence was almost stifling.

      I was used to the caw of birds or the occasional critter scattering in the brush. Instead, I heard nothing, saw nothing, besides a decayed wasteland.

      Each step forward felt heavy, my body coiled tightly. Still, I walked.

      Dead grass. Dead trees. A deep hole that might’ve been a lake at one point. The air was thinner here, and I found that breathing was difficult. I imagined it would be similar to climbing up the highest mountain.

      Fear polluted my lungs as I once more catalogued the damage. This wasn’t the world I remembered. It was...nothing. It had been reduced to waste. There was no fire, no water, no earth, no air.

      It just was.

      Only my footsteps pierced the silence as I walked through the wreckage.

      “You must stop it,” a soft voice whispered. I spun, heart hammering in my chest like a sledgehammer, threatening to escape. My gasps were shallow, fear running rampant through me.

      A familiar figure stood mere inches from me. Her blond tresses cascaded around her shoulders, and her dewy features were solemn. Elf ears protruded from either side of her head.

      Me.

      It was me.

      “I don’t know what you mean.” I ventured a tentative step forward. Each heartbeat reverberated through my body. It would come as no surprise if it tore through my ribcage and chest.

      “Only you can stop this,” she continued earnestly. Tears welled in her emerald green eyes, showcasing a vulnerability I was not used to seeing on my face.

      She licked her lips and glanced down. Unbidden, my eyes followed her line of vision.

      Fear strangled me, so sudden and intense that I dropped to my knees.

      I saw him immediately. Blood matted his brown hair to his scalp, and his body was bent at an unnatural angle. His sightless eyes stared straight ahead, the warmth I usually associated with my lover absent.

      A strangled sob escaped me as I crawled towards him.

      No. No. No.

      “You can save him,” the other me said. “You can save them all. It’s your destiny”

      

      I woke with a gasp, tears burning in my eyes.

      My gaze latched onto Knox first, still asleep in his bird form, but seeing him alive did nothing to quell the rising terror. I needed to see him. I needed to see with my own eyes that he was okay.

      These dreams…

      They were getting more frequent. More vivid. More real.

      I would need to talk to my father or brother about these changes, but for now, I had somewhere I needed to be. My resolve strengthening, I pressed a kiss to the top of Knox’s tiny head and grabbed my cloak.

      With only one more glance at my familiar and best friend, I ducked out of my room.

      Only one person could set my mind at ease. After seeing his dead body in my dream, my nightmare, I needed to go to him. Be loved by him. Be comforted by him.

      And so I began the trek towards the treetop home we had designated as our meeting spot, Torrent’s name a sigh on my lips.
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      I woke with a start.

      Usually, I was quite the grump in the mornings, especially if my precious sleep was interrupted. But not today. Or tonight, I should say.

      Looking out my windows, I saw the night sky still blanketing the lands in darkness, the bright yellow sun still slumbering below the horizon. A familiar feeling twisted inside my gut, pulling me towards the open window. Stretching, I threw my sheets off and planted my feet firmly on the ground before walking over to the open window. Peering down from my home, I noticed the clouds below me were a stark white against the dark night as the light from the moon reflected off their puffy cotton bodies.

      “I feel you, my love. I’m coming,” I whispered into the breeze, hoping my words could somehow reach her, floating along on the warm gusts of wind. Opening my balcony doors, I took a final glance down, then launched myself over the railing.

      I found the freefall to be exhilarating. Closing my eyes, I let the wind assault my body till a sheen of condensation coated my skin as I passed through the clouds. Twisting so my back was parallel to the ground below, I opened my eyes and watched the moon grow smaller as I plummeted towards the grass below. Turning myself to face down, I gauged that I had about thirty seconds before I smashed into the ground.

      Shrieks and screams could be heard down below as I fell from the skies. You think they would be used to my antics by now, but I guess my risky behavior was less common off the military bases. With a smile on my face, I shifted, allowing my white dragon scales to replace my tanned skin. Wings surged from my back and clawed limbs replaced my arms and legs.

      I roared and spread my wings wide just before I smashed into the ground. The g-force threw a blast of wind at those below, knocking a few of them over. They pumped their tiny fists at me as I soared away, anxious to see my love.

      In dragon form it didn’t take me long to find her treetop home. After sailing over the Air Kingdom’s lands, the trees grew thicker, plant life more lush and colorful as I passed over into the Earth Kingdom.

      Here, the forest creatures ran amok. The small ones harvested nuts and berries while larger ones ran in packs across grassy fields. Being the ass that I was, I swooped down upon a pack of marits, small, brown, antlered creatures with hooved feet. They whined at the sight of me and took off into the nearest cluster of trees.

      If I could laugh in dragon form I would have at that moment, but another pull in my chest reminded me of to whom I was flying.

      Ana.

      My sweet, sweet love. With her tiny pointed ears, her luscious blonde hair, and bright green eyes, she was a sight to behold. A beauty that brought a smile to my face and a body that made my cock harder than I’d ever imagined it could.

      With a flap of my powerful wings, I surged up and over the trees, picking up speed as I neared Ana’s home.

      Home wasn’t quite the word, but it was where she stayed when I met her. Ana’s lineage was still unknown to me, her real home a mystery she sought to keep to herself. One of these days, I would earn her trust enough. Only then would she share these secrets, and let me into her heart as I had let her into mine.

      I paused at a clearing close to her tree and glided to the ground, shifting back to man before my feet hit the ground. In my haste to get to her, I never dressed properly. Bare chested, with a pair of sleep pants on, I walked with purpose through the thick trees until I came across hers.

      Elves treated everything in their Kingdom as if they were truly alive, with feelings and emotions. Because of this, the pathway up the tree was hidden. One would miss it completely if they did not know exactly where to look.

      Taking a deep breath, I knew she was already waiting up there for me. The smell of her floral scent wafted through my nose. Eyeing a knot on the tree, I reached up and grabbed hold, heaving myself along the trunk as I placed my foot on another. I climbed till I reached the lowest limb. From there, I hoisted myself up, crawling through the thick branches and clusters of leaves until finally the floor of her home came into view. Pushing open the trap door, I reached my hands for the edges and grabbed hold before lifting my body over the wood planks.

      The planks groaned when my ass hit the hard floor, alerting Ana to my presence.

      Her door flew open, her bright green eyes red from crying as they locked with mine.

      “Torrent!” she cried desperately, before rushing over to me. I stood just in time to open my arms and catch her as she launched her body at mine. I wrapped her tiny frame in my arms holding her close to my chest. She collapsed her head onto my shoulder and began to sob.

      “Ana, are you alright?” I asked, rubbing my hand up and down her back. “What’s wrong, my love?”

      She pulled back and grabbed my face in her small hands. “The dream again, it came back. Only this time…” Another sob shook her body, and she held her face in her hands as she cried. I set her down and pulled her hands from her face, kneeling down in front of her.

      “What, Ana? What did you see?”

      “You,” she whispered shakily, her lip quivering as she fought the tears. “I saw your dead, mangled body, Torrent.” Another flood of tears streamed down her face, and she let out a sob.

      “Shh. Baby. Come here.” I stood and pulled her into me, planting a kiss on top of her head. “I’m here, and I’m alive. Don’t you know by now? Nothing can hurt a dragon.”

      She lifted her head off my chest, a smirk on her face.

      “That’s my girl.” I ran my thumb across her cheek, wiping a rogue tear trailing down her fair skin. “Now, how about we go inside and I show you just how real I am, hmm?”

      She bit her lip and looked up at me through those thick, black lashes. Grabbing my hands, she backed up and pulled me inside her home. I ducked under the door frame and followed her inside.

      “Where’s Knox?” Her familiar was never far from her side. This gave me comfort but also pissed me off. I was happy she had a companion to watch out for her, protect her, but I could see the way he looked at my Ana. His lust-filled gaze often devoured her body. While Ana turned a blind eye to his antics, I refused to do the same. Ana was mine, not his. She chose me.

      “I left him at home, Torrent. I needed to see you. Alone.” She glanced out the door then quickly shut it. “But we won’t have long, Knox always finds me.”

      “Then we’d better get started,” I taunted.

      Stalking over to my girl, I reached down and gripped her hips before tossing her onto the bed with ease. A tiny scream escaped her lips as she landed on her back. I pounced on her before she could get up, my legs straddling hers. Pinning her hands to the mattress, I leaned down and took her mouth. She moaned as our tongues danced together, pouring all her emotions into the kiss. I nipped at her lip, pulling it with my teeth until she gave a tiny whimper.

      Releasing her mouth, I sat up and gripped her shirt with my fists. With a grunt, I tore the material from her body, leaving just the small white undergarment covering her tits. And what amazing tits they were. Her nipples strained at the material, enticing me. I growled and took one in my mouth, nipping and biting through the thin material, until it was soaked, her rosy bud on display through it.

      “More,” she pleaded as I moved to her other one, swirling my tongue around it as she fisted my hair, holding my head to her chest. Once the garment was thoroughly wet on her other side too, I held my body up with my forearms and ground my cock against her core, licking up the planes of her neck.

      “Mmm, yes, Torrent,” she rasped out, her voice lowering as she arched her back. She moaned when I sucked on that one spot near her ear that drove my girl wild. “Please, I need you. I need to feel that you’re real.”

      “Be patient, baby. You’ll feel me soon enough, but first, I need to taste you.”

      “Fuck,” she groaned, as I kissed my way down her neck to her chest. Lifting the damp undergarment up, I exposed her perfect tits to my hungry eyes. Unable to help myself, I took one of her rosy buds back into my mouth. I latched on, suckling while she moaned. I tweaked the other, pinching and pulling on it, loving the way they both grew hard under my touch.

      My cock ached in my pants, once again becoming indescribably, almost painfully, hard.

      It was a delicious torture.

      Having my mouth on this girl’s body was worth any price. Besides, I’d get my turn soon.

      A gasp tore from her throat when I bit into her nipple. She arched her back, pushing her perfect tits into my face even further.

      Fuck, I needed to taste this girl.

      Pulling off her nipple with a pop, I sat up and gazed down at my girl.

      “Do you want more, Flower?”

      “Fuck yes!” she shouted, her fingers dancing along my abdomen.

      I laughed before skimming my fingers up and down her legs. Scooting to the end of the bed, I grabbed her moccasin and slowly unlaced the brown leather strings before pulling it off and tossing it behind me. I made quick work of the other side while she watched, her eyes intent on my every movement as she chewed on her nail.

      I ran my hands up and down Ana’s bare legs, loving the way her smooth skin felt under my fingertips. Each time I got closer and closer to the tiny white shorts she had on. Starting once again at her feet, I gave a firm squeeze and made my way up her legs. Skimming my thumbs below her shorts, I moved to play with her panties, but was met with bare skin.

      Darting my eyes back up to hers, a mischievous smile graced her face. “Not wearing any panties are you, hmm?”

      She shook her head, her blonde locks moving about her head.

      “Such a naughty little thing, aren’t you?”

      Her smile grew larger as she spread her legs and played with her nipple.

      “Didn’t see any need for them. You have a bad habit of tearing them from my body in your haste to get between my legs.”

      “You have a point,” I chuckled. “Once a dragon sets his sights on his prey, there is nothing to stop him from getting what he wants.”

      “And what do you want, my fearsome dragon?” she asked, sliding her fingers down her body and below her shorts.

      I groaned. My girl knew what she wanted and wasn’t afraid to take it.

      “You, my flower, my little warrior. I want you.”

      She moaned and closed her eyes as she rubbed herself with her finger, her linen shorts, though small, obscured the view I fucking craved.

      “Enough!” I roared. She stopped and raised one blonde eyebrow at me. “No one touches that but me.”

      “It isn’t gonna rub itself, big guy. Come on over here. Show me what ya got.”

      “With pleasure. Now…” I tapped my finger on my chin as though deep in thought. “...do I rip your shorts off? Or should I take them off nicely?”

      “Nicely!” she yelled with a giggle. “They are the only pair I have! You don’t want me walking back home with my…” she pointed to her pussy, “... my girl parts on display now do you?”

      “Another point for Ana. Nicely it is. Now. Lie back and place your arms above your head and keep them there. Understand?”

      She nodded and licked her lips before running her hands up her sides and over her head.

      “Reach behind you and open the shutters, I want to see the cool breeze cover your skin in goosebumps.”

      She did as she was told. I love that she thought to have a window behind the bed. I did love fucking her alongside nature. The moon was still high in the sky, its light filtered through the branches and onto my girl.

      Breathtaking.

      A slight movement in the branches caused me to glance from her body to the tree out the window. A smirk played on my face when I saw the darkened feathers of Knox, Ana’s familiar. Fire played in his eyes as he took in her naked form.

      This was going to be fun.

      I wondered how far I could push him before he revealed himself to us.

      Pretending he wasn’t there, I focused back on my girl. I leaned down and took her nipple back in my mouth as she wrapped her legs around me. I flicked the tight bud with my tongue, thoroughly wetting it before moving to her other side. She moaned and thrust her hips into my groin as I sucked and nipped.

      Moving my hand down her body, I rubbed her slit through her shorts.

      Her damp shorts.

      “Already wet for me, hmm?” I teased, after pulling off her nipple. In response, she reached for my hair. God, I loved it when she pulled my hair, but I had told her where to keep her hands.

      Greedy girl.

      I quit my rubbing and gave her pussy a light spank, pulling a yelp from her lips.

      “Tsk, tsk, tsk,” I scolded. “I told you to keep your hands above your head, Flower. I expect you to listen to your dragon.”

      “Fuck,” she replied, before moving her hands back over her head.

      “That’s my good girl. Now, where was I?”

      Ana whined when I paused. Oh how I loved to make her suffer, to take her to the edge and leave her there, wanting, over and over again until I finally gave her the orgasm of her life.

      Delicious torture.

      I slithered down her body, planting kisses as I went. Grabbing the hem of her shorts, I shimmied them down her legs and threw them in the pile with her shoes.

      “Time for dinner,” I teased as I spread her legs wide, revealing her glistening pussy.

      A rustle in the trees caught my attention, but I paid it no mind. Nothing could tear my gaze from those perfect pink lips in front of me.

      Leaning down over her core, I took one long lick up her slit, allowing my tongue to barely breach those lips. Her body shook when I did it again, going a bit deeper this time.

      So hot.

      So wet.

      All for me.

      Reaching my hands up her body, I tweaked her nipples as I feasted on the heaven between her legs. Ana’s moans grew progressively louder as I focused on her clit. Flicking the hardened bud with my tongue in a rapid fashion, pinching and tugging on her nipples, the girl unraveled before my eyes.

      I glanced up at her beautiful body writhing on the bed. Hands clenched in fists above her head, that plump lip pulled between her teeth.

      From the corner of my eye, Knox was visible in the trees, now shifted in human form, his hand rubbing his cock through the outside of his pants. I took care not to look at him directly, not wanting him to think this show was for his benefit.

      Ana’s moans grew louder, and her entire body began to tremor as a massive orgasm worked its way closer. Abandoning one nipple, I used my free hand and thrust two fingers up inside her. Fucking her with my thick fingers and my tongue, my girl screamed. The creatures in the forest fell silent from her cries. She looked magnificent when she came, back arching off the bed, toes curling into the sheets as I licked her clit through wave after wave of pleasure.

      Ana was a vision in the wake of her orgasm. Her hair was tousled, a crimson flush covering her pale skin. Her nipples were erect, a look of pure lust and satisfaction covering her face, those tears of fear and sadness long forgotten.

      As she lay catching her breath, I risked a glance out the window. I caught Knox’s fiery eyes and winked.
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      Out of breath and satisfied, I laid on the bed, eyes closed, basking in the heat of that orgasm.

      Damn, I needed that.

      A light breeze flew in from the open window, drying the sheen of sweat on my skin. Torrent crawled up my body and snuggled up beside me. He rolled me onto my side then scooted close behind me, his erection pressing between my ass cheeks.

      “How are you feeling now, Ana?” Torrent asked, placing a kiss on my shoulder.

      “So much better.”

      “Can you now confirm that I’m real?” Torrent chuckled.

      “Mmm,” I said thinking. “Debatable.”

      “What!”

      Exasperated, Torrent flipped me back on my back and began to tickle the shit out of me.

      “No!” I shouted between giggles. “Stop! Ok. Ok. You’re real!”

      He stopped and gazed down at me with a huge grin on his handsome face, strands of brown hair falling in his eyes. “You are so beautiful, Ana. I’m a lucky dragon to be with someone like you.”

      I blushed and squinched my shoulders. I didn’t know how to handle his compliments well, especially since I felt quite guilty about the things I’d hidden from him. Like who my family was, who I was. He had no idea the real truth, why we could never really be together.

      The Kingdoms wouldn’t stand for it.

      I knew I had to call this off soon and break both of our hearts. Flee back to my Kingdom and face my father, my brother.

      My destiny.

      But this moment? This moment was mine. And fuck if I was going to let some nightmare take it away from me. From him.

      I gazed at his face, trying to memorize every imperfection, the precise location of his dimples, my favorite beauty mark on his cheek. I never wanted to forget that perfect moment.

      “Kiss me, Torrent.” I needed this man more than I needed to draw breath. Not needing any encouragement, he leaned down and took my lips once more. First, he planted tiny kisses at the corners of my mouth, then he puckered those perfect pouty lips and kissed me. Really kissed me, like it was to be our last. And hell, it might be.

      Torrent propped himself up on one elbow, while the other hand fondled and squeezed my breast, his thumb playing with my nipple. Damn, it felt so fucking good. Opening my mouth, I extended my tongue to meet his, and we both groaned at the contact. As our tongues swirled and danced together, Torrent crawled on top of me and ground his hips between my open legs, his hardness growing thick in his pants.

      Fuck, I wanted to see his cock.

      He gave my nipple a firm pinch causing me to gasp into his mouth. A gush of arousal dampened my legs. That was one thing Torrent could do that no other lover had ever been able to. He pushed my limits. It made me realize how much I loved his dominance, how much it turned me on. It felt right to relinquish control with him, when in my normal life, I fought for it.

      I pulled away from his mouth. “Sit up, Torrent. Let me see you.”

      He sat back on his haunches, and my eyes wandered over his body. I was so turned on in that moment. Torrent’s body looked to be chiseled from a piece of solid rock. Defined muscles covered every inch of his torso that flexed as his body moved above mine. His square jaw and sultry, full lips I found so sexy. His brown hair was not too long and not too short.

      Perfection.

      Reaching up, I ran my fingers along his abs, letting them dip softly into the valleys along his skin. A tremor ran through him when I threaded my fingers below his waistband and ran them along the seam.

      “Take these off. Now.”

      His eyes widened at my forwardness. I usually saved that for him. But right now I wanted to see him freed. I was tired of waiting.

      Torrent slid off the edge of the bed. I rolled onto my side and watched the show. His cock strained against the fabric of his sleep pants, the head clearly outlined, making my mouth fucking water.

      I couldn’t wait to taste him.

      Torrent gripped his cock and gave it a squeeze, pushing me almost over the edge.

      “Off, Torrent,” I growled out.

      A mischievous smile graced his face. “First, you have to do something for me.”

      “Ugh! Why are you so infuriating? What?!”

      “I want you to play with yourself, Ana. Spread those legs and let me watch your delicate fingers dance around that perfect pussy of yours.”

      Fuck. Why did that make me so hot? It was embarrassing and empowering all at the same time. A flush crept up my skin as I sat up and spun to face him.

      “Like this,” he said walking over to me and pushing my thighs apart. “Show me how you make yourself cum when I’m not around. Show me how hot I make you.”

      I groaned as he took a step back and devoured my body with his eyes.

      That fucker wanted a show. Ok. I’ll give him a show.

      I bit my lip like I know he likes and reached up for my breasts. I squeezed them, felt their weight, and toyed with my nipples.

      “Yes, that’s my girl. Keep going.”

      “Mmm,” I moaned as I tweaked my buds, my pussy clenching already.

      “Lower,” he rasped out, his dark eyes fixed between my legs.

      Abandoning my nipple with one hand, I trailed my fingers down my body, past my belly button to my core. Gliding my finger up and down my slit, I couldn’t believe how wet I already was.

      “Spread those lips for me, Flower.”

      I moaned again and took two fingers, and opened myself up to him.

      “Fuck,” he groaned. “Now play with that little clit of yours.”

      Taking my middle finger, I dipped it inside myself, thoroughly wetting it before bringing my arousal back around my clit. I circled my bud and closed my eyes, throwing my head back in ecstacy.

      “That’s a good girl,” Torrent grunted out as I worked my fingers faster, my clit throbbing as my orgasm grew. When I opened my eyes again, I found I had missed the big reveal. Torrent’s cock was free in all its glory as his hand worked the length.

      That visual pushed me over the edge.

      “Ahh. Ahh. AHH!” I screamed out as a powerful orgasm took me, lasting almost a minute as I strummed myself through its duration.

      I collapsed onto the bed, once again pliant after another orgasm.

      “Oh no you don’t, Flower. I’ve only just begun.” I peeked through a half closed lid at Torrent. “On your knees. Now.” He pointed to the floor in front of him.

      “Torrent,” I whined. “Can’t you give me a min-”

      “Now! Don’t make me tell you again.”

      Knowing this was a fight I couldn’t win, I sat back up and scooted off the bed.

      “Drop to your knees, Flower. Your dragon has something he’d like you to sample.”

      Fuck, I loved it when he bossed me around. Something about it just turned me on in the worst way. I sank to my knees in front of him, licking my lips as I came face to face with his perfect cock bobbing in front of me. I couldn’t wait to take him in my mouth. To taste him. My dragon.

      I slid my hands up his muscular thighs then moved to wrap my hands around the base of him, but he swatted them away. He placed his fingers under my chin then lifted my gaze to his.

      “Hands behind your back, Ana.”

      I linked my hands just above my ass.

      “Now open wide, and let me take control. You need this.”

      He was right, I did need this. I needed him to remind me that it was ok to let go every now and then, to allow someone else to take charge.

      Torrent slid his fingers from under my chin, along my jawline, and behind my ear, threading them into my hair. He gave a firm tug on the blonde strands, hard enough to let me know he was in complete control. Holding my head still, Torrent guided his cock to my mouth. Using his free hand, he rubbed it along my lips, so smooth and warm.

      “Open.”

      I obeyed and was immediately rewarded. His grip steadied my head as his cock filled my mouth. Torrent grunted as he gave me his hardness with controlled movements, each one going a bit deeper in my mouth. A hint of his salty flavor coated my tongue, making me want for more. I hollowed out my cheeks and sucked, making him groan.

      How I loved to make my dragon groan. It gave me such power.

      Torrent’s pace quickened and with one powerful thrust, he breached past my tongue, smacking his cock into the back of my throat. I gagged around his length for a moment before he pulled out, a string of spit still connecting his cock to my lips.

      “So fucking hot, my Ana. Such a good girl.”

      I smiled up at him, drinking up his praise like a sponge while he jerked his cock, using my saliva as a lubricant.

      “Climb on the bed and face the window. Hands and knees.”

      Finally this man was going to fuck me. Torrent offered me his hand and pulled me up off the floor. Before I knew what was happening, he spun me, laid a smack on my ass, and tossed me onto the bed.

      I squealed before landing and quickly assumed the position requested of me.

      “Now that’s a view I will never tire of. Just look at that perfect ass,” Torrent commented as he climbed on the bed behind me. I glanced at him over my shoulder and bit my lip as I wiggled my ass at him.

      A devilish smirk played at his lips before he landed another smack on my ass. I hissed through my teeth while he rubbed out the spot he had just spanked.

      Delicious torture.

      “Spread those legs, Flower. Show me how wet you are.” I groaned and widened my knees. A cool gust of wind blew in from the open window, chilling my pussy, hardening my nipples.

      Torrent rubbed the head of his cock along my crack, wetting it in my own arousal before teasing my opening. My pussy clenched on air as he toyed with me. I rocked my hips back hoping to swallow him up when another spank landed on my sore ass.

      “Oww,” I shouted. “What was that for?”

      “For trying to take control, baby. This is my time. I’m in charge. Not you.”

      How quickly I had forgotten.

      “Hold still.” Torrent spread my pussy lips with his fingers. “So fucking hot. Are you ready for my cock to fill you up, Ana?”

      I nodded my head and glanced back at him again. I watched as he gripped his shaft and lined it up with my opening. Slowly, he penetrated me, holding onto my hips. His pace was agonizing, inch by glorious inch, till I was completely filled.

      Stretched.

      Consumed.

      He sped up his pace, our bodies smacking together loudly with each impact, my tits bounced beneath me, nipples grazing the sheets. I moaned as my pussy clenched around his thickness, a fresh orgasm brewing.

      My third one of the night.

      Damn, Torrent knew how to treat his girl.

      Suddenly, he stopped fucking me and laid a series of kisses up my spine. Torrent wrapped my hair around his hand and yanked. Hard. Pulling me up off the bed, my back against his chest with his cock still inside me. He pulled my head to the side and took my mouth with his. This kiss was passionate. Erotic. All our feelings poured out into a feverish desire as our tongues fought for dominance.

      Torrent’s free hand found my breast and squeezed it before plucking on my nipple. I moaned into his mouth when he started fucking me again. He growled and released my lips as he quickened his pace. I lay my head back against him, giving in to the feeling of him controlling every inch of my body. One of Torrent’s hands worked its way down to my pussy and strummed my aching clit with precision, while his other tweaked my nipple.

      I was undone.

      My orgasm threatened to burst.

      Torrent picked up speed, chasing his own release. My breaths became quick and shallow as I chased my own.

      “Not yet, Flower.”

      I whined as my orgasm threatened. I didn’t know if I could hold back much longer.

      “Wait, Ana.” His tone was forceful.

      I groaned and clenched my eyes and fists as I tried to hold it back. My chest heaved and my clit throbbed, my pussy soaking Torrent’s cock and his fingers.

      “Torrent. I - I -”

      “Now!”

      Screaming in sweet ecstasy, my orgasm took over me. Every inch of my body was on fire as Torrent tweaked my nipple and played with my clit as he filled me with his cum.

      Toe curling bliss.

      Sweet agony.

      I opened my eyes and glanced out the window, as I rode on waves of my orgasm when my eyes locked on a familiar set of fiery orbs.

      Knox.
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      The girl was going to be the death of me.

      Muttering angrily beneath my breath, I skirted the old tree Stasia and I had used to make a treehouse when we were younger.

      The damn female thought she could sneak away from me! Me! Her familiar.

      The last thing I wanted to do was traipse through the woods, relying on the glow of our bond for guidance, but she had left me with no other option. I much preferred curling up in my bed - her bed, semantics - and sleeping soundly to the steady rise and fall of her chest. Sometimes, she would pull me to her as she had once done when we were kids. My body would stiffen, my heart pounding beneath my rib cage. Unfortunately for her, I was thinking very non-kidlike thoughts.

      The feel of her body under mine…

      Her ample breasts pressing against my chest with each breath…

      My cock twitched, that damn bastard. I would usually consider myself an expert at hiding my feelings, but my cock was like a damn beacon. It always gave me away.

      I was still muttering inarticulate nonsense beneath my breath when I stopped in front of Stasia’s private cabin, located on the outskirts of the Earth Kingdom.

      My breath left me in a swooping exhale, and my cock jumped against the waistband of my pants.

      Motherfucking shit tits.

      From the tree outside her window, I latched my eyes onto Stasia, her golden hair cascading around her like sunlit silk. Her pale cheeks were rosy, flushed, and a slight sheen of sweat coated her skin.

      And her…

      Yup. I was sporting a raging boner.

      Her perfect breasts, the ones I had only ever dreamt about, were on display. Each breath made them bounce, her perfect, rosy-red nipples beaded. I had the sudden, irrational urge to clamp my mouth around that nub, tasting her. Devouring her.

      God, she was perfect.

      The next thing I noticed was Torrent, that damn motherfucking asshole who had swept in like some kind of prince and stolen my girl. Anger briefly thrummed through my veins, and my hands clenched the nearest tree branch.

      Both for support and to stop me from killing the bastard.

      That anger was swept away in a tsunami of lust. Her eyes, half-lidded as she moaned in pleasure. Those plump lips parting.

      Briefly, I pictured myself overtop of her. Kissing her. Running my hands down the sides of her perfect thighs. Tightening my lips around her nipple, swirling my tongue over the bud.

      I palmed myself through my pants as the vision solidified.

      I would give anything to have her look up at me like that - as if I held the moon and the sun. To whisper my name and tell me she loved me. To have my cock between her lips…

      Glancing up, I catalogued every curve and crevice of her perfect body. I knew this was the only time I would be able to see it, and I needed something to go back to. I would masturbate to this image for the rest of my fucking life.

      My eyes met Torrent’s dark gaze, and my hand faltered momentarily. There was something predatory in his gaze, possessive.

      He glanced away, dismissing me, and pulled Stasia upright, putting her perfect body on display. Torrent began to fuck Stasia in earnest. Each pound of his body caused her breasts to bounce enticingly.

      Anger and lust warred within me. The asshole had tried to act unaffected by my presence, but there was a reason he began to fuck her harder. There was a voracious hunger in his eyes - carnal and primal.

      Maybe, just maybe, I was more of a threat than I’d realized.

      Finally releasing myself from the confines of my pants, I gripped the tip of my rockhard cock. Pre-cum had formed at the tip, and I used it as lubricant.

      Eyes fixed on her perfect body, those delectable tits just begging to be sucked, I worked myself in tandem to her moans. My balls clenched as my hand jerked down the hard length.

      It didn’t even bother me that Torrent - my sworn enemy - was fucking her. If anything, I found it kind of sexy.

      Damn. Maybe I had a secret kink as a voyeur.

      Her back arched as my own orgasm reached the surface.

      Her eyes met mine, a brilliant shade of emerald green, and I couldn’t hold it in a moment longer.

      My orgasm coursed through me like electricity running through my veins. I gasped, continuing to rub myself through the remnants of pleasure.

      And Stasia…

      Her eyes were hooded with lust, wanton need, and desire as she watched me explode. Her breasts rose and fell with each breath, but still, she did not look away.

      The air around us seemed charged, the sexual tension almost palpable.

      With great reluctance, I turned away first.

      Now that I knew she was safe, I was content to stay out here until she emerged. Waiting. Watching. Loving. All from afar.

      My mind trickled back to her body exploding under Torrent, a cry of pleasure leaving her swollen lips. Smug, male satisfaction roared within me.

      It wasn’t Torrent’s eyes she had met during her orgasm, and if I had to bet, it wasn’t even him who she was thinking of.

      I began to stroke my cock once more at the thought.

      Round two, anyone?
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      There was no wind.

      Stale air entered my lungs as I breathed deeply. Blighted sunlight illuminated the grassless field I found myself in. There were a few wispy clouds in the sky, but they did little to quell the blistering heat from the sun. Sweat beaded on my forehead and ran down my face in rivulets.

      I stood in front of the treehouse. The same treehouse I had weekly, if not daily, met Torrent at. The splash of color was muted from the sunlight and beginning to peel with age. The distressed wood of the wraparound porch creaked beneath my feet as I took a step closer, peering through one of the windows.

      The rest of the world had disappeared, but this house had remained. My house.

      Our house.

      Surrounding the diminutive tree house was a barren wasteland, not even grass being able to grow. The magnificent trees and shrubbery had long since diminished, if the skeletal dead branches and stumps were any indication.

      “Torrent?” I whispered.

      The inside of the tree house was empty, all of the furniture removed. My heart ached at the place I had called home for the majority of my teenage years. This was the place I had first made love to Torrent. First confessed my love to Torrent.

      My body went up into flames when I remembered the night before. Torrent’s warm body over mine, fucking me earnestly.

      No, not fucking.

      What we did was different than that. As our bodies formed together, our lips meshing and his hand thrumming at my clit, we became one. It wasn’t just Torrent and Anastasia anymore. We were one, in that moment, and in love.

      And Knox…

      The heat and lust in his eyes had been impossible to deny. Mixed with all of that was something akin to love. It emanated from him in palpable waves, suffocating me in its intensity.

      I didn’t want to think about Knox and what that look meant. It would only confuse me more than I already was.

      A part of me recognized this landscape as a dream. The dream. The same dream that assaulted me every time I closed my eyelids.

      “What is this?” I asked, spinning in a circle. “Why are you showing me this?”

      I didn’t expect anyone to answer, so you could imagine my surprise when a figure stepped around the corner.

      Bright light engulfed her, making her features indecipherable. I shielded my eyes against the blinding glare, cursing softly beneath my breath.

      In a musical voice, the figure said, “The world is going to end.”

      It felt like a warning and a promise. A decree and a threat.

      The hair on the back of my neck stood on end, and I instinctively took a step backwards. There was a sort of ethereal, otherworldly quality about her - and I deduced it was a her by her voice and slender frame, even with the bright light obscuring her features from view.

      “Who are you?” I whispered tersely.

      If I could see her, I imagined she would be smiling.

      “Save the world, Anastasia. Only you can stop this.”

      Her form flickered once before disappearing from view. In her place were two bodies.

      Knox and Torrent.

      Their unseeing eyes stared at something over my shoulder. Blood coated their skin, matted their hair to their scalps. Dead.

      They were dead.

      With a sob, I sunk to my knees.

      Not again…

      “Wake up,” I whispered to myself, pinching the sensitive skin of my arm. When I remained in the dream landscape, staring at the bodies of the two men I loved, I raked my fingernails harder across my flesh. “WAKE UP!”

      

      With a gasp, I jolted upright in bed, Torrent’s arm still around me. My breathing erratic, I desperately gripped at his arm, holding him to me. Holding him closer.

      “Baby,” he murmured sleepily. He brushed his lips against my temple, his morning wood digging into my side. “Another bad dream?”

      Shaking, all I managed to do was nod. My emotions felt too raw, a wound that hadn’t begun to scab yet. I knew that if I spoke, I wouldn’t be able to stop the onslaught of tears. If there was one thing Torrent hated, it was my tears.

      “It’s okay,” Torrent whispered soothingly. He was always able to read me, even when I struggled to read myself. “I’m here. You’re okay.”

      I turned in his arms, lightly rubbing my thumb around his pert nipple. Goosebumps erupted on his flesh wherever I touched. If I wasn’t so wound up, I might’ve relished in the effect I had on him. It made me feel empowered to have a man as strong and as calm as Torrent unraveling under my touch.

      “Do you think…?” I trailed off, unable to articulate my question. Torrent waited, forever patient. “Do you think my dreams could be true?”

      “Your dreams?” he asked. “Are you asking me if I believe the world is going to end?” I had to give him credit; there was nothing but understanding in his voice. If the situation was reversed, I would’ve looked at him like he was crazy.

      “I mean…” I growled low in my throat, removing my hand from his nipple and flopping onto my back. “I don’t know what I mean. Why would I see visions of the end of the world? Why me, of all people?”

      “Because you’re special,” Torrent said, chasing the distance I had attempted to put between us. He settled his arm back around me, one hand instinctively groping my breast.

      “And you’re biased,” I retorted. He chuckled into my neck.

      “And you worry too much.” Feather light, he turned my chin to face him. His smile was soft, the barest twitch of his thin lips. “Do you have any idea how much I love you?” he whispered. “What I would do for you? I would destroy this whole entire damn world if you asked me to. Did you know that?”

      My heart hammered inside of my chest, one second away from breaking free of my ribcage. With Torrent, I always felt too much, too deeply. When we had first started sleeping together, it was supposed to be just that: sex. Rough, angry sex. A way to escape both of our feelings.

      I never expected to fall in love with him.

      It would only hurt more when I had to leave him - and I knew, inevitably, I would.

      Torrent made me want to be selfish. Made me want to separate myself from the rest of the world and hide in a cocoon of our own making.

      But if my dreams held any truth to them, I wouldn’t be able to. For someone like me, someone in a position of power, selfishness was not an acceptable answer.

      All I could do was hold Torrent a little closer, a little tighter, and let the rest of the world fall away. Perhaps he was right. Perhaps my dreams were only that...dreams.

      It didn’t matter anymore.

      In Torrent’s arms, there was no denying the sense of rightness. He somehow smoothed down the jagged edges of myself before fitting them back together. With him, I felt whole.

      Knox was no doubt still outside, probably perching on a branch in his small phoenix form. He, too, was my home. Always vigilant. Always watching over me.

      And always, apparently, loving me.

      Unbidden, my mind conjured up images of Knox’s face, seconds before he came. The look of utter bliss and adoration. The sweat beading on his forehead.

      And his cock, long and thick, straining in his hand.

      I rubbed my thighs together to alleviate the tension.

      Torrent chuckled softly.

      “Ready for more, baby girl?”

      “Always,” I whispered.

      Torrent rolled on top of me and laid a soft kiss on my lips before slipping his tongue into my mouth, tasting me. I whined when he pulled away, using that soft tongue to lick up my neck, causing my back to arch. He stopped at that spot just below my ear that drove me wild and sucked lightly. I moaned as he moved up, licking the shell of my ear. I rubbed my thighs together as Torrent braced himself on either side of my head. We stared into each other’s eyes, searching, the silence speaking more than words ever could.

      My heart broke apart at that moment, at the love I saw there, the love I would soon be abandoning for a duty I did not want. Wanting to hide my pain from his eyes, I fisted his hair and brought his face down to mine, my lips connecting with his. He opened his mouth for me and allowed my tongue entrance.

      He thrust his hips against mine, our naked bodies grinding on each other. I parted my legs, and wrapped them around his back pulling his hardness against my already wet pussy.

      Torrent’s cock slipped inside me as our kiss deepend, our tongues massaging each other in an elegant dance. Where last night our joining was frantic fucking, this was something more. Torrent and I were professing our love for each other in this moment. Tears welled in my eyes as he slowly, seductively made love to me.

      How the fuck was I going to leave this man?

      Pushing those thoughts aside, I ran my hands up and down his chest, loving the way his muscles felt beneath my fingertips as he moved in and out of my pussy.

      I tweaked his nipple, eliciting a growl from his throat. I knew he hated that; it was one of the reasons I did it so often. I let out a squeal when Torrent rolled suddenly, and I found myself on top of him, his cock now buried deep inside me.

      I braced my hands on his chest and moved my hips, rocking back and forth, taking as much of him inside me as my body would allow. He closed his eyes and threw his arms up over his head, his white teeth biting his lower lip.

      I loved when he did that.

      I kept my pace steady, studying his face, his body, every freckle and beauty mark, every scar and imperfection, wanting to remember every inch of this man. I tore my eyes away from his face and trailed them down his chest to his rock hard abs, tracing the hills and valleys of his gorgeous body lightly with my fingertips.

      I swirled my finger in his belly button, knowing it would make him smile. He peeled back one of his lids and smirked up at me, showing off the dimples in his cheeks. Reaching up, he cupped my face and pulled me down for another kiss. This time, I took his mouth, his tongue. I used my teeth to nip and bite at his lips, just how he liked it.

      Rough.

      Torrent gripped my hips and ground my pussy on his cock, putting me just where he wanted me. But I wasn’t having that. I was in charge this time.

      Pushing off his chest, I pulled away from his mouth and sat up on his cock. I placed my hands under his knees and encouraged him to lift them up for me. He did as I angeled my legs outward, allowing my feet to support me instead of my knees.

      His eyes were rooted to my spread pussy. I gripped his knees and bounced on his cock, making sure to lift my body up high enough that the tip of his cock almost came out of me.

      Almost.

      I was practiced at this and knew just what the fuck I was doing.

      Putting on a show.

      Giving him the ride of his life for our final time together before I fled.

      He was going to remember who owned him in this moment.

      Me.

      When my legs grew tired, I sank back to my knees and slowed down, keeping his orgasm at bay. He wasn’t going to come until I was ready, and I wasn’t ready to let him go just yet.

      He reached up and fondled my breasts as I rode him, squeezing them almost to the point of pain, just how I liked him to do. I leaned back a little, changing my angle, putting his cock in that perfect spot inside me as I ground on him.

      Torrent played with my nipples, pulling and tugging on them as I quickened my pace, my pussy clenching on his cock as my orgasm grew.

      “You have no idea what you do to me, baby girl. Do you?”

      I grinned. “What do I  -  do to you  -  Torrent?” I rasped between breaths. “Tell me.”

      “You drive me fucking wild.” He pinched my nipples hard, and I hissed through my teeth. But the pain only fueled my desire, making me ride him harder, faster. My tits bounced on my chest, sweat coating our bodies as I worked his cock. My climax was closing in, my body getting hotter by the second.

      “Oh, God,” I screamed as the head of his cock bumped that spot inside me over and over again. Yet faster I went, hair sticking to my skin, my pussy soaking Torrent.

      “Yes, baby girl,” Torrent encouraged, his hands gripping my hips. “Take what’s yours. Make your dragon come.”

      “Fuck!” I screamed as my climax tore through me, my vision going white. Torrent was just a moment behind me. His deep growls only aided in my pleasure, rumbling through my body as I rode the fuck out of his cock, our orgasms seeming to last minutes, his hot cum spilling inside me.

      My body was drained, and I collapsed on top of him in a sweaty pile. He kissed my forehead and moved the hair from in front of my face. I nuzzled into his neck as he wrapped his strong arms around me.

      I pushed the nightmares that haunted me to the back of my mind and really lived in the here and now.

      I basked in the sensations of my dragon. The feeling of Torrent’s warm breath on my skin as he exhaled. The musky smell of our sex as it permeated the room. The salty taste of our combined sweat. The way I felt knowing I was loved by this man. Truly loved. Not for what I was but for who I was. In this moment, I was the luckiest girl alive.

      This was our last moment.

      My moment.

      After all, how often does a girl get to tame a dragon?
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      “We shouldn’t be here,” I whisper to the spiky-haired guy in the tattered Megadeth T-shirt. “We’re only supposed to check the street, do a head count of the dead, and report back. No scavenging, remember?” My voice seems to reverberate off the empty shelves of the convenience store.

      Kevin lets out a noncommittal grunt and steps over an overturned rack. His movements send dust motes dancing into the musty air.

      I grit my teeth in frustration. “There could be Biters in here.” I tighten my fingers around the twirling baton in my hands. The razor-sharp knives I’ve attached to each end of the baton turned the old trinket from my majorette days into a lightweight double-bladed spear—perfect for putting down the dead.

      Kevin rolls his eyes. “Chill, Sophie. There are no zombies in here.”

      He’s right. If there were Biters in here they would’ve attacked us already. I let out the deep breath I’m holding and loosen my death grip on the baton. “There’s no food in here either,” I grumble, looking up at the poster-sized photos of ice cream cones, hot dogs, and candy bars hanging from the water-stained ceiling tiles.

      My stomach rumbles reminding me that I haven’t eaten since this time yesterday. The idea of stumbling across a bag of chips missed by the last group of survivors to loot this place keeps me following Kevin down the aisle.

      “There’s more to life than food.” Kevin grabs a box off the ground and chucks it at my face.

      Somehow I manage to catch it without dropping my baton. It’s a jumbo box of condoms. “Really, Kevin?”

      “Why don’t we have a quickie?” Kevin wags his bushy eyebrows suggestively.

      As if. I barely resist the temptation to stab him with the baton. “Fuck off.”

      “Come on. What are you waiting for? I can pop that cherry of yours, right here, right now.”

      My face heats. I can’t believe he knows I’m a virgin. But then again he’s my fiancé’s best friend. He probably knows everything, including the fact that I’ve tried dozens of times to seduce Logan, but each time he pushes me away. Logan is the one who wants to wait until we're married.

      I skim my free hand over the engagement ring I’m wearing on a chain around my neck. Sadly, the princess cut solitaire hasn’t fit on my finger for a long time.

      Kevin openly leers at the tiny bit of cleavage my navy V-neck sweater shows. “You look good enough to eat.”

      I twirl the baton in annoyance. “You know Jack and Xander would kick your ass if they could hear you right now.” Our two childhood friends have always been very protective of me. They, along with Kevin, had rushed to my side when the Z-virus first started turning people into monsters.

      Kevin snorts. “That’s just cause they are both dying to screw you. Probably at the same time, you know those motherfuckers are freaky as shit.”

      What? The idea that the two gorgeous guys have any romantic interest in me rocks my world. I hide my surprise by stuffing the box of condoms in my backpack. Although I won’t use them, I can barter or trade them for something.

      “Come on, Sophie,” Kevin pleads. “Give me a chance to rock your world.”

      “I’m engaged to Logan, remember?”

      His smirk evaporates. Grief flashes in his hazel eyes. Suddenly, he looks much more like the freckle-faced kid who used to tug on my ponytail when we were kids. “You know Logan is dead, right?”

      My heart skips a beat. Emotions I usually keep on lockdown, threaten to drown me. I shake my head, denying his words. “No. Logan is out here somewhere. We’ll find him.” Kevin and the other guys think he’s dead because he didn’t meet up with us at my apartment all those months ago, but there has to be another explanation. Logan could’ve been helping other people battle the dead, or been trying to find his mom, or he could’ve gotten trapped somewhere, or…

      Or he could be dead.

      I shut my eyes and clench my fist around my ring. The sharp bite of the diamond into the soft flesh of my palm centers me. Logan’s alive and I’m going to find him. I let out a deep breath, open my eyes, and fix Kevin with a look of determination. “I’m not giving up hope.”

      Kevin offers me a sad smile and clamps his hand on my shoulder. “Then I won’t either. Forgive my crass words, my lady.” He bows low, making me laugh. When he straightens, his gaze locks on something over my shoulder. “Fucking A! I knew there was treasure here!” He points to a lone carton of cigarettes resting high on a shelf behind the cash register. “Look! That could be the last carton in all Saguaro Valley.”

      I shake my head. “Haven’t you given that nasty habit up?” Probably the only good thing to come from the apocalypse is it forced people to give up their addictions. Cigarettes, liquor, and pills had been the first things to vanish from store shelves and people’s homes in the early days of the outbreak.

      “I’d die for a cigarette right now.” Kevin rushes over to the counter, clambers on top of it, and tries to grab the carton. The tips of his fingers brush against the side of it.

      “Kevin! Seriously, you’re going to hurt yourself. Get down.”

      “Just a little more.” He stretches his arms.

      Behind the counter, a few feet from the register, is an empty wheelchair and a shaking life-size cardboard cutout of a NASCAR driver holding an energy drink in his hand.

      The shaking cardboard snares my attention. Why is it moving?

      It takes me half a second to realize the danger my friend is in. Oh, shit! We never looked behind the counter. Fear climbs the back of my throat. Not wanting to startle Kevin, I say, “Kevin, get away from there,” as calmly as I can manage.

      “Give me a second. I almost have it.” Kevin rises on the balls of his sneakers.

      The cardboard cutout crashes on its side as if a gust of wind hit it.

      “What’s that?” Kevin shouts. He twists around and loses his footing. As if in slow motion, I watch him pinwheel his arms in the air and fall back behind the counter—taking the wheelchair down with him. A heartbeat later, Kevin lets out a bloodcurdling shriek.

      “Kevin!” I rush to the counter.

      He’s on his back trying to fight off a badly decomposed, one-legged zombie. The creature’s jaws are buried in his throat. Blood is everywhere.

      Shock freezes me in place. This can’t be happening. This can’t be happening.

      Kevin’s eyes are wild with panic and pain. He gurgles my name.

      I have to help. Shoving away my terror, I bound over the counter and kick the zombie off my friend.

      Kevin lets out a scream as the creature takes out a chunk of his throat.

      The Biter, still wearing a plastic nametag on a lanyard around its neck, clicks its blood-covered teeth together and reaches for Kevin again.

      Oh no you don’t! I stab my baton straight through its diseased white eyes.

      With its brain incapacitated, the creature goes lax.

      I fall to my knees over Kevin. His eyes are closed and his skin is pale. There’s so much blood. I can’t see how bad the damage is. Fighting back hysteria, I desperately try to recall my first aid training. Have to stop the blood loss.

      My breath comes in shallow gasps as I tear off the sweater I’m wearing. It leaves me in my bra, but I don’t care about the cold. All that matters is Kevin.

      I quickly press my sweater against his neck and hold it there. Anguish tightens like a noose around my throat. I don’t know what else to do. It’s not as if I can save Kevin at this point. Even if the blood loss doesn’t kill him, he’s been infected. The Z-virus will kill him and reanimate him as a zombie in twenty-four hours. He’s as good as dead.

      “Why did you have to go after the cigarettes?” I ask him, my voice cracking. “Why don’t you ever listen to me?”

      His eyelids flutter.

      “Kevin!”

      The spark of hope inside me dies the moment Kevin’s eyes open. His milky white orbs lock on my face at the same time he turns his head and snaps his jaws around my right forearm.

      “Aah!” Too shocked to even feel pain, I punch the creature formerly known as Kevin repeatedly with my left hand trying to free my arm.

      He clamps his teeth down harder.

      “Noooo!” I beat at his head. When that does nothing, I reach my free hand toward the head of the one-legged zombie. As soon as my fingers register the cool metal of my baton, I wrap my hand around it and yank it out of the desiccated skull. Then I swing it down on top of Kevin’s head. The sharp tip of the knife slides straight through his skull with a sickening crunch.

      Kevin goes motionless.

      Trembling, I shake his jaws off me. Then, cradling my arm against my chest, I collapse onto the bloody linoleum next to the two corpses. Hot tears blur my vision as I inspect my arm. The sliver of hope I have that his teeth didn’t break the skin goes up in smoke once I see the damage. Oh, no. I’m infected.

      Sadness and shock give way to rage. “Goddamn you!” I scream at Kevin’s body. But it isn’t his fault. I’m the dumbass that didn’t anticipate him dying and reanimating so quickly.

      Overwhelmed with emotion, I clench my engagement ring in my hand. It’s wet with blood. I furiously wipe it until it sparkles like it did when Logan first got down on one knee and presented it to me. Then I let out a hysterical sob.

      It’s over now. I’ll never find Logan. I’ll never look into Logan’s charcoal eyes or run my hands through his soft brown hair. I’ll never give him a hard time about wearing sandals and shorts in the winter and he’ll never nag at me to lighten up. There never will be a wedding and we’ll never have the amazing wedding night he promised.

      Burying my head in my hands I give myself over to the grief and heartbreak that comes with knowing my life is over.
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      Outside the corner office window, dark rain clouds smother the fading sun. “Figures,” I mumble as I toast to my last sunset anyway. Four stories below, a dead man shambles down Main Street dragging his left arm behind him. Somehow he manages to avoid the overturned cars and debris in the weed-choked road.

      Will I wander around like him when I’m a zombie?

      I take a gulp of sherry from the miniature bottle I found inside the rustic oak desk ages ago. The sickly sweet liquid makes me gag and cough so hard I nearly fall off the squeaky leather office chair. I quickly glance at the floor-to-ceiling glass wall that separates my living space from the main office. Thankfully, I had the presence of mind to close the vertical blinds so none of the other survivors see me with my contraband.

      Tore had expressly forbidden anyone from drinking alcohol. “Drinking makes you stupid, and stupid makes you dead,” he’d repeatedly told us in his gruff no-nonsense voice.

      Just thinking of the handsome leader of our survivor group makes my chest tighten with a mixture of emotions I don’t want to examine. Trying to push him out of my mind, I look down at the letters resting on the top of the desk. The letter I just finished is for my mom, not that she’ll ever see it.

      If I could only turn back time, I would have driven with her to pick up Nana in Phoenix instead of staying in Saguaro Valley to work out the finishing touches of my wedding. How was I supposed to know that the canine flu vaccine would turn everyone into zombies?

      In truth, I don’t know if Mom, Nana, or Logan are alive. The last time I saw my mom was the night before she left for Phoenix and the last time I saw Logan was the morning before his bachelor party months ago.

      Logan had looked so handsome that day. His mink-brown hair was slightly tousled in that I-just-got-out-of-bed way, and he’d worn a rumpled T-shirt from some indie band I’d never heard of.

      “I promise to be on my best behavior tonight,” he’d said giving me a dimpled smile.

      “You don’t have to,” I’d said lowering my voice so the other patrons in the coffee shop wouldn’t overhear us.

      His eyes widened in shock. “What are you saying?”

      “It’s your bachelor party.” I’d fiddled with my paper napkin afraid to meet his gaze. “You should cut loose.”

      “Cut loose?” He sounded slightly horrified.

      “Would it be so wrong if we each had one night where we…um, experimented a little?” My cheeks felt as if they were on fire, but I wasn’t going to take back my words. Logan and I were about to commit to each other for the rest of our lives. He, like me, had to be curious about what intimacy would be like with other people. Like Xander and Jack, my wicked inner voice whispered. I wasn’t talking about having sex, but maybe playing around a little…

      “Are you having second thoughts about marrying me?” he asked softly.

      Maybe. I looked down at my engagement ring. It’d been Sophie and Logan since seventh grade when he’d asked me to the school dance by shooting a paper airplane note at my head. I loved him, but I didn’t understand why he was in such a hurry to get married. We hadn’t finished college or even saved enough money for a place of our own. We were going to have to shack up with his freaky mother, a woman I barely tolerated on the best of days.

      “Sophie?” He reached across the small table and cupped my chin, forcing me to meet his gaze. “You love me, right?”

      Once snared in those familiar gray eyes, my mind blanked and I forgot all about my reservations. “Forget what I said. It’s a terrible idea. I just don’t want you to feel like you’re missing out.”

      He smiled. “Missing out? Never. I’m crazy in love with you, woman.” Then he pulled me in for a deep kiss and that had been the end of that conversation. It’d also apparently been the last kiss I’d ever have.

      Goodbye, Logan. I rest my hand on Logan’s letter. It sits on top of my notes to Jack and Xander. My heart throbs as their handsome faces flash in my mind. I’ll forever be grateful to them and Kevin for coming to protect me when the outbreak first hit.

      Ah, Kevin. Regret claws at me. Maybe if I’d been quicker to warn him, he’d still be alive. Anguish clogs my throat as I rub the bite wound hidden under a bandage and my sweatshirt sleeve. It’s not fair. We’re way too young to die.

      Tore’s gruff voice plays in my mind. “Life’s not fucking fair, angel. Remember death’s always waiting around the corner.”

      I forgot that and now I’ll pay the price. Taking a shuddering breath, I move my hand from the letters to the loaded pistol sitting in the middle of the desk. Now that I’ve written my goodbyes, it’s time to die.

      I slowly place the cold barrel of the gun in my mouth. Ignoring the bitter taste of metal and gun oil, I put my finger on the trigger. Wait. It would be incredibly shitty of me to make the other survivors deal with my dead body and infected blood. I need to go somewhere else to kill myself.

      Releasing the breath I’m holding, I stand and stuff the gun into the waistband of my cleanest pair of jeans. It’s a bit ridiculous that I’ve taken the time to give myself a sponge bath and change out of my bloodstained clothes. But since I’m about to meet my maker and all, it probably doesn’t hurt to look my best.

      I give one last look around the small office and open the door.

      Tore stands on the other side his beefy fist raised in the air as if he’d been about to knock.

      My skin grows warm as the tall, muscular, olive-skinned man stares down at me. Can he tell I’m infected? “What’s up?”

      “I want to be sure you’re okay. I’m sorry about you losing your friend today.” As he speaks, a lock of chestnut hair falls over his heavy brows. My hands itch to stroke it back, but I wouldn’t dare touch him. No one touches Tore.

      “Um…thanks.”

      “The others have gone up to the roof. They're having a memorial for Kevin.” He motions above us. “You should go.”

      So that’s why it’s so quiet in the office. I peer around Tore’s huge bicep and see that the rows of cubicles behind him are empty. Jack and Xander are probably up there with the others. I’m such a chickenshit for writing them a note instead of saying goodbye in person, but I don't think I can handle their pain along with mine. “Thanks. I’ll pass.”

      Tore presses his lips together for a moment. “It’s important to mourn the people you care about. Take it from me.”

      Who has he lost? I wonder as I search his beautiful dark eyes. The man is such an enigma. So harsh and menacing at times and so gentle and caring at other times. When I realize that Tore is waiting expectantly for me to say something, I say, “All the same, I’m going to sit this one out.”

      An awkward silence stretches between us.

      His gaze falls on the gun resting on my hip. “Are you going somewhere?”

      “Yes.”

      “You can’t leave by yourself,” he says as if I don’t know we are always supposed to travel in pairs.

      My assigned partner is dead.

      Kevin’s face flashes in my mind and a fresh wave of pain crashes over me. “It’s best for everyone if I do,” I mumble.

      Suspicion floods his eyes. “You’re infected.” It’s a statement not a question.

      My eyes burn as I try to keep my composure. “Yeah. Kevin bit me after he turned. It was my fault. I was so stupid.”

      He stands stock still for a moment. “Are you sure you’re infected? Maybe his teeth didn’t break the skin?”

      “I wish.” I let out a choked laugh. “I’m so kicking Kevin in the balls when I see him in the afterlife.” Assuming there is an afterlife.

      Tore abruptly turns and slams his fist straight through the fabric cubicle wall behind him. “I warned you two not to go scavenging. But you didn’t listen. And now… And now…” It sounds as if he is gasping for air.

      My mouth drops open in shock. In all the months I’ve known this man, I’ve never seen him lose control. Not even when a zombie horde invaded our last home and killed half our group.

      When Tore finally turns to face me, his eyes are filled with darkness. “We can’t have an infected person in the building. You know I have to kill you.”
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      Sophie flinches at my words.

      I fight the urge to unload my gun into the fucking ceiling. Maybe I’ll get lucky and hit one of those useless whining assholes that somehow glued themselves to my side at the beginning of the apocalypse. I’ll trade every single one of their lives for hers. She’s the only one that matters.

      With her huge blue eyes and long ash-blond hair, she’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. She’s also a dead ringer for the angel on the stained glass window of Saint Christopher’s Church. I grew up staring at that angel. Every Sunday morning, without fail, my mother marched me into the church and forced me to kneel on a hard wooden pew. She was hell-bent that I ask for forgiveness for the sins I hadn’t yet committed. Had my mother known what a monster I’d turn into?

      Sophie taps the grip of her handgun bringing me back to the crisis at hand. “There’s no need for you to get blood on your hands. I’ve got it covered.”

      She has no idea how bloody my hands are. Already my mind brims with possible ways to kill her. A bullet—too loud. It might attract more dead to our location and that’s the last thing we need. A knife—too painful. I want her death to be merciful. Deciding to snap her neck then stab her in the skull after she passes, I take a step forward.

      She must see her death in my eyes. “Tore,” she pleads. Her breathless voice brings to mind images of sweaty bodies tangling in the night. For months I’ve been hoping that she’d stop burning the torch for that fiancé of hers and welcome me into her bed. But now that’s not going to happen. She’s going to die.

      I clench my hands—hands that were responsible for taking the lives of so many people. Is that why this is happening to her? Is her death some retribution from God? The one time I let my guard down. The one time I let a woman in and poof the Almighty takes her. Or the devil. Who the fuck knows what’s really going on anymore?

      Not her. Ah, fuck. Not her.

      My angel wipes her tear-filled eyes and lifts her chin. She’s trying so hard to keep her shit together, the least I can do is the same.

      “I didn’t want to put anyone in danger. I only came back to write some goodbyes.” She jabs her thumb back at the desk behind her. “If you could make sure that Jack and Xander get the letters, I’d appreciate it.”

      I narrow my eyes at the mention of the two fuckers who actually believed they could keep Sophie alive on their own. If it weren’t for me, all of them would have died. The memory of coming across the four of them—Sophie, Kevin, Xander, and Jack—barricaded inside a Laundromat flashes in my mind. Their pitiful group was under attack by a relentless herd of zombies. I should’ve kept walking, but then I’d spotted Sophie standing in the middle of the men looking exactly like my angel from church. So I’d saved their lives and added them to my tribe. I’ve never regretted that act until this moment. If I hadn’t gotten to know Sophie, I would never have fallen for her and my heart wouldn’t be self-combusting right now.

      “Tore?” Sophie says.

      I realize I’ve zoned out again. “Yeah, I’ll make sure they get your letters.”

      She lets out a sigh of relief. “Thanks.”

      “Did you write me a letter?” I ask, curiosity getting the better of me.

      She nibbles her plump lower lip and shakes her head.

      “So you weren’t even going to say goodbye?” A mixture of grief and outrage grip me. I march forward, forcing her to back up. We’re standing in the middle of her office by the time I realize I’m acting like a menacing bastard.

      She stares at me with a flash of fear in her gaze. “I…um, didn’t know what to say to you.”

      Of course she doesn’t know what to say. She doesn’t give a shit about me. My shoulders slump. “You could at least give me a heads-up. I care about you, you know. I don’t care about many people.” Most days I don’t even care about myself. If anyone deserves to die, it’s me.

      She surprises the hell out of me by wrapping her arms around my waist. She smells of that lavender body wash she uses. “I care about you too, Tore. Thank you for saving my life all those months ago.”

      I bury my face in her neck inhaling her sweet scent. “But I didn’t in the end, did I?” The tightness in my voice betrays me.

      She pulls away and looks up at me. “You weren’t responsible for this. This was my fault. I forgot everything you taught me and—” she swallows hard “—and now I’ll die because of it.”

      Before I can reply, she rises on the balls of her feet and kisses me on the cheek. It’s a quick peck, but the proximity to her makes me want things I can’t have.

      “I’ve wanted to do that for a while,” she says in a husky voice.

      I blink in surprise.

      She smiles. “Since I’m dying and all, will you finally tell me what you really did before all this? And don’t just say ‘this and that’ like you always do.”

      Ah, what the fuck. If it’s her dying wish to know, I should tell her. “I worked for the family.” I don’t tell her which family. Based on her expression, I don’t have to.

      Her brows draw together. “What? Like the mafia?”

      Exactly like the mafia. “Yeah.”

      She chuckles and shakes her head.

      The fact that she doesn’t run from the room surprises me. I’m not proud of my past, but it sure prepared me for the shit show the world has become.

      Her blue eyes dance with an inner light that drags me in. “Do me a favor, okay?”

      “Depends,” is my bullshit response. I’ll do anything for her. Anything.

      “Tell Xander he wins the bet.”

      Xander? Is he the linebacker or the one that looks like Bruce Lee with a Mohawk? “What bet?”

      She laughs again. “We bet on you. What you did before the apocalypse. I thought you were a cop. Xander said you were a wise guy. He wins.”

      Stunned, I can only stare at her. “You thought I was one of the good guys?”

      “Yeah.” She licks her lips and my cock hardens. “I still think you’re a good guy. If you hadn’t taken us under your wing, we all would’ve died out there.”

      She has no idea the kind of man I am. “Do you know why I let your little band of losers stay with me?”

      “Because you were feeling charitable.” She rubs her hands nervously on her jeans drawing my attention to the way the tattered denim molds to the mouthwatering curves of her hips and ass.

      Lust fogs my mind. “Hardly. It was because you were so goddamn beautiful.” I take a few steps closer, until I’ve all but backed her into the front of the desk. I lower my head to her ear and whisper, “I’ve wanted you since I first saw you.”

      She shivers and wets her lips. “You did?”

      “I still do.” I put my hands on her hips and lower my head to kiss her.

      She inhales sharply and turns her head before I can claim her mouth. “What are you doing?”

      “I want to fuck you before you die,” I answer honestly.

      “I can’t,” she whispers. “I’m engaged.”

      As if that matters now. “Don’t you want to know what it would be like between us? I promise I’ll be the best you’ve ever had.” I boldly press her against me. There is no mistaking my intent, or my raging hard-on.

      She jerks away like a skittish colt.

      No way. “Don’t tell me you’re a virgin?”

      Her eyes drop to her feet. “Of course not.” She’s never been good at lying.

      I feel as if I’ve been coldcocked. “Not possible. All you ever talk about is that perfect fiancé of yours.”

      She blushes. “Logan wanted to wait until we were married.”

      “Your fiancé was a fool. What kind of man wouldn’t fuck you until his eyes crossed every chance he got?”

      “He had his reasons,” she says in a small voice that tells me I hit a sore spot.

      “It doesn’t matter. He’s dead now.”

      She pushes me away. “Don’t say that. Logan's out there. I know it.”

      The pain in her eyes cuts me like a stiletto knife. She knows the guy is gone, but she won’t accept it. “It doesn’t matter. Your time is up. Do you really want to die a virgin?” I lean in and brush my mouth against her ear.

      She gasps.

      My dick is so hard it feels as if it’s going to punch a hole in my jeans. I have to have her. “Don’t you want to know what it would be like?” I can’t be the only one that notices the chemistry between us.

      She shakes her head, but there are conflicting emotions playing across her face.

      Wanting to tip the scales in my direction, I slide my hand up her sweatshirt.

      Her breathing hitches, but she makes no move to stop me.

      I trek across her silky smooth skin and cup her breast. Her bare breast. Ah fuck, she’s not wearing a bra. Her nipple stiffens against my palm and I have to fight the urge to throw her down on the desk, rip off her clothes, and mount her like the animal I am.

      “We shouldn’t,” she says, but she’s leaning back against the desk arching her body toward mine.

      I go all in with both hands caressing her breasts. Her husky moan is pure music. Frustrated with all the fabric in the way, I start to pull her sweatshirt off. It catches on the silver chain around her neck.

      “Wait,” she says, breathing hard. She pushes my hands away, shoves down her top, and clenches the ring on the chain.

      It’s her fucking engagement ring. Shit. My mood and erection deflate.

      “I can’t betray Logan like this even though I want—” She turns away, her breathing ragged.

      Hope surges through me. She wants this as badly as I do. That’s all I need to know.
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      Tore presses his chest into my back. “How about this? We’ll do a test, I’m going to touch you here.” He cups me between my legs. “If you’re wet for me, we do this. If not…” His voice trails off.

      I shake my head. That would be so wrong. But the idea has me growing damp and breathless. Even though I’m trapped between his huge body and the desk, I’m filled with excitement not fear.

      He waits as if to see if I’ll make a move to stop him.

      I don’t.

      He takes my gun and sets it on the desk. Then he slides his hand around my hip, under the waistband of my jeans, and finds the neediest part of my body.

      The forbidden touch sends an electric current straight through me.

      Tore lets out a shuddering breath. “Ah fuck, you’re drenched.” His big, callused fingers find my clit.

      I can’t help moaning loudly. My thighs shake uncontrollably as he strokes me. Pressure builds between my legs. This feels so good.

      “Let me fuck you, Sophie,” he pleads.

      “And if I say no?” I gasp, trying not to writhe under the erotic onslaught of his fingers.

      “Then you die without experiencing this.” He pinches my clit.

      I cry out. I’m so close to coming.

      He nibbles a trail of fire down my neck. “I’ll make it good for you. So good.”

      My knees weaken and my core throbs with need. I glance down at the engagement ring. It shimmers from around my neck as if it senses my indecision.

      Just say no, Sophie. It’s not that hard. I know Logan would stay true to me until the end.

      But I’m not Logan and I want to experience passion before I die. My fingers are shaky and it takes two tries for me to unclasp the necklace. I toss it on the desk where it ironically lands smack on top of Logan’s letter. I shut my eyes. Out of sight out of mind, right?

      Taking a deep breath, I whisper the one word that will change everything. “Yes.”

      He nudges my legs farther apart with his muscled thigh and bends me over the desk. “I want to hear you say it.”

      “Fuck me,” I moan.

      He finds one of my nipples with his free hand and rolls it roughly between his fingers. The pleasure-pain sensation sends me into orbit. My knees buckle and I grab hold of the edge of the desk to keep myself upright.

      A low keening noise escapes my lips as he finally moves the hand between my legs. He strokes and teases, building the pleasure until I can’t stand it anymore.

      “Please,” I beg.

      Tore turns his hand so his palm grinds against me. Electricity sparks through me with every pass of his hand.

      “I’m going to come.” I rock against his palm chasing the rapture I know he can give me.

      He flicks his thumb across my clit and I detonate in a shock wave of intense pleasure.

      It takes a full minute for my mind to reboot.

      “I need to be inside you.” He flips me around and sits me on the edge of the desk.

      “Clothes off,” he orders. He pulls off my boots and rips my jeans free of my legs.

      Excitement thrums through me as he yanks off my sweatshirt. Are we really going to do this?

      He pauses for a moment and looks at me.

      A sudden burst of shyness makes me want to cover myself. Damn, I wish I hadn’t lost all my curves.

      “You’re so beautiful, it almost hurts to look at you,” Tore says, brushing his hand over my breasts. “Touch yourself for me, angel. I want to see what you like.”

      It takes a second for my dazed brain to assimilate his meaning and when it does, my face grows hot. “Tore, I—”

      “All we have is this moment. Nothing should be off-limits.”

      He’s right. I hesitate for only a second. Then I drop my hands to my breasts and cup them in a hand-bra. My nipples pebble instantly. I stroke my hands over the sensitive peaks, tracing the outline of them.

      Tore’s pupils dilate. “That’s so fucking hot.” He adjusts the impressive bulge I can’t wait to see.

      A heady rush of excitement shoots through me. I’ve never felt this wanton before. I slide my hands down my stomach and between my thighs. My fingers glide through my slick flesh, finding my clit. It’s hypersensitive from my recent orgasm and just the slight caress sends my back arching off the desk.

      Tore groans loudly. “I need to taste you.” He presses me down on the desk, dips his head, and draws one of my nipples into his mouth.

      I cry out as he flicks his tongue against it and then sucks it deep between his lips. Each pull of his mouth and lash of his tongue sends a spear of exquisite pleasure from my breast straight down to my core.

      “More.” I grip the silk of his hair and bury his face against my breast. He rewards me by turning to the other nipple and rasping it against his teeth.

      I rub my clit harder. I’m seconds away from flying apart.

      His hand covers mine and brushes it aside.

      “I’m getting you off tonight, angel.”

      My thighs tremble as he roughly pushes them farther apart. Then his fingers are sliding over me. He moves them back and forth, playing with my swollen bud. Liquid heat pools between my legs. Chills race over my body as he slips a finger inside me. His finger is so large and thick. My body clenches around it like a vise.

      “Fuck. You’re so tight.” He moves his finger in and out of me.

      I hiss at the sensuous invasion. It feels amazing.

      He slips a second finger in. It feels even better.

      I throw my head back. “Oh, yes.”

      He thrusts his fingers in and out while rubbing my clit with his thumb. The sensation sends me spiraling higher and higher.

      “That’s it, angel.” He finds a spot that unravels me.

      “Right there, Tore. Don’t stop.” I careen over the edge, convulsing around his fingers.

      Temporarily losing all executive functioning, I fall back on the desk.

      The thud of his boots hitting the floor rouses me. I push up on my elbows to see him yanking off his T-shirt. My mouth dries at the sight of his thickly muscled shoulders and chiseled six-pack.

      He shucks his jeans, giving me a tantalizing view of his long, thick cock that seems to grow impossibly huge under my gaze.

      I can’t wait to feel it inside me.

      Tore steps between my thighs. “I don’t have a condom, but given the circumstances…”

      His words splash over me like a glass of ice water. No need to worry about STDs and pregnancy when I’ll be dead in less than twenty-four hours, right? “We shouldn’t even be doing this.” I push against his chest with the palms of my hand. “Tore. This isn’t safe for you. What if—?”

      “This is worth dying for, angel. Don’t you want this?” He rubs his cock against me.

      I moan brokenly. “Oh, yes.”

      He thrusts hard and deep.

      I clench my teeth to keep from screaming out in pleasure.

      “Are you okay?”

      I nod. There’s none of the blood or tearing pain I expected from years of reading romance novels. Only a delicious feeling of fullness.

      “Are you sure?” Tore asks in a husky voice.

      In answer, I hook my ankles around his waist to fit him even more deeply inside. Oh, yes. The feel of his thick shaft pulsing inside me cranks my desire even higher. I rock against him, urging him on.

      He groans and then he’s moving, slowly in and out.

      Each pass makes my inner muscles quake. “Faster,” I plead, digging my heels into his ass.

      He answers my prayers by increasing his pace. Soon he’s hammering into me, building my pleasure with every slam of his hips.

      I writhe in delight. “More!” Wild cries escape my lips as I grind against him.

      His thrusts drive me over the desk, sending my letters flying, but I don’t care. The only thing that matters is this—the crush of his muscular body against mine. The feeling of his thick cock deep inside me. The salty taste of the sweat running down his smooth skin.

      I never want it to end, but my body betrays me. A tidal wave of pleasure picks me up and hurls me into a mind-shattering orgasm.

      Tore rears above me and shouts my name.

      I stare into his eyes as he climaxes, savoring his dazed look of wonder. Sex is everything I hoped it would be. I can’t wait to experience more.
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      Rain beats down on my head as darkness claims the apocalyptic wasteland of my hometown. I lean over the edge of the roof to watch a herd of dead lurch around the base of our building. Biters are more active at night, not that they still won’t try to eat you in the full light of day. Kevin’s death is a case in point.

      Ah, fucking K-rod. I take another pull from the tequila bottle someone put in my hands. Although it is nice Tore lifted his ban on alcohol tonight, the liquor doesn't numb the pain of losing another friend.

      Grabbing the wet roof ledge to help keep my balance, I turn to the Asian man next to me. “What’s the motherfucking point of it all?”

      Xander lifts one of his dark brows. “Jack, you know I don’t answer rhetorical questions.”

      “It’s not rheto—whatever.” I run my hands through my sopping wet hair. It’s gotten too long again. I’ll have to ask Sophie to cut it. For the dozenth time, I scan the roof looking for the beautiful blonde woman. Logan’s woman, the voice in my head reminds me.

      It’s getting harder and harder to remember that. I’ve been in love with Sophie for years although I’ve never had the balls to tell anyone except Xander who's in the same boat. We’re two sad fuckers in love with the same woman. For all I know Kevin had been in love with her too.

      Poor bastard.

      We’d all been close friends since elementary school and no doubt seeing Kevin die must’ve been a hard blow for Sophie. I think back to how shaken up she’d looked when she’d run into the building earlier today. She’d been covered in Kevin’s blood, her normally tanned face pale. I scan the sea of faces huddled under the large canopy tent in the middle of the roof again. “Sophie’s not here.”

      Xander gives a slight nod. “I noticed. Do you think she’s doing okay?”

      Fuck no. She hasn’t been okay in months. “I should check on her.”

      I’m halfway to the stairwell door when Xander rushes by me. He’s small, but fast.

      Not fast enough.

      Even with my reflexes dulled by tequila, years of playing defense allow me to reach out and snag his hoodie.

      He jerks to a stop. Then he does some lightning-fast tae kwon do moves that leave me laying on the rooftop holding my stomach.

      “Ouch,” I groan. Once again I remind myself not to mess with Xander.

      He stands over me with a wide grin on his face. “Why don’t we check on Sophie together?”

      “Good idea,” I huff as I get to my feet.

      The other survivors glare at us from under the tent, but fuck ‘em. It’s not as if they really knew Kevin. Their tears aren’t for the loss of our friend so much as the idea it’ll one day be them who doesn’t make it back.

      Xander and I open the stairwell door and descend to the fourth floor in silence. I grieve the loss of fresh air as we walk into the main office and living area. No matter how many windows we open, the lingering smell of locker-room sweat remains. All in all, it’s not too bad given the number of guys living in this space. The handful of women and children get to sleep in the offices, as it should be. If the dead ever break through our stairwell barricades, they’ll have to get through us to get to them. I’ll gladly fight to the death to save Sophie’s life.

      My gaze zeroes in on the door to her office. To my surprise, it opens and Tore walks out. A shirtless Tore.

      What the fuck?

      While I’m standing there like a dumbass, Xander grabs my arm and pulls me behind the closest cubicle wall.

      Tore walks past us wiping his eyes.

      Is that big motherfucker crying?

      I peer around the cubicle to see him head up to the roof. Confusion clouds my mind. What just happened between them? Needing answers and needing them now, I run toward Sophie’s office.

      “Jack, stop!” Xander calls after me.

      I pay him no mind and yank open the door. The scent of lavender and sex slaps me in the face. I search the space and find Sophie standing stark naked near the sofa by the window.

      There’s a tub of baby wipes on the sofa and it looks as if Sophie is cleaning herself. Her back is to me and her hand is between her legs. She turns her head and her eyes widen. “Jack?”

      The sight of her bare body makes me forget everything, even my own damn name. All my fantasies over the years have paled in comparison to the real deal. The light from the battery-operated lantern on the floor presents me with a sizzling view of her perfect ass.

      Her beautiful face flushes as I continue to stare at her. I know I’m being rude as fuck, but I can’t seem to make my brain function.

      Xander rushes in the room. “Ah, hell. Sorry, Sophie.” He picks a shirt off the floor and hands it to her, all the while keeping his face averted.

      Sophie takes the shirt and, keeping her back to us, slides it over her body. The shirt is huge with the hem hitting her midthigh. Other than me, there’s only one guy in the building with shirts that size.

      Tore. Motherfucker. My anger returns with backup. “Did Tore rape you? Tell me. If he did, I’ll kill that son of a bitch.”

      Sophie spins around. “No. What we did was consensual.”

      She fucked him. The realization hits me like a donkey kick to the balls. Once again I’m too late. All this time I’ve been waiting for my moment. Waiting for her to let go of Logan and see what’s right in front of her. To see me. “Why? Why him?” I manage to croak. “Why not me? I love you, Sophie.”

      Her mouth drops open and her sky blue eyes widen.

      “Real smooth, big guy,” Xander mutters. He walks by me and shuts the door behind us. The click of the door lock sounds like a gun going off.

      Sophie looks at me as if seeing me for the first time. “I-I never knew you had feelings for me. Jack, why didn’t you say something?”

      “Logan,” I whisper. I’d never betray my friend. But he’s dead now. We all knew and accepted it. Well, all of us except Sophie.

      Her face pales and she reaches for that stupid engagement ring she wears around her neck. Only she doesn’t find it. Her eyes dart around the room wildly for a minute before she takes a deep breath. “I wish I would have known.”

      Xander clears his throat and stabs his hand through his Mohawk with uncharacteristic agitation. “I’m in love with you too.”

      She gasps.

      “Seriously, X-lax, you couldn’t let me have my moment?” I reach out to shove him.

      He darts out of reach. “What? Feeling jealous because you know Sophie might prefer this—” he waves his hand up and down his wiry torso “—to all your muscles.” I can tell by the tension in his body and the strain around his eyes that he’s as nervous as I am. Neither one of us is the type to spill our guts. But then again, neither one of us thought she’d go and fuck Tore.

      “You’re dreaming,” I growl, but there’s no bite to my bark. Not only could I never be pissed at my best friend, but Sophie has already made her choice and it’s neither of us.

      Sophie lets out a sob.

      Both Xander and I rush to her side.

      “What is it?” I crush her to my chest wanting to shelter her from anything and everything that could hurt her.

      Xander rubs the back of her shoulders, a look of panic on his face. “Don’t cry, sunflower.”

      She sobs harder.

      “Talk to us.” I’d prefer facing down a horde of zombies to seeing her cry.

      She pulls away, walks back over to the couch, brushes the baby wipes off the cushions, and sits down.

      I struggle not to stare at her gorgeous bare legs or focus on the fact she’s not wearing anything under that shirt. “Are you upset about Kevin?” His death must’ve really shaken her up if she sought comfort from Tore of all people.

      “Yes. No.” She wraps her arms around herself. For the first time I notice the bandage on her forearm. Is she hurt?

      As if hearing my unspoken question, Sophie blurts out, “I’m infected with the Z-virus.”

      I stop breathing. No. Anything but that.

      “What?” Xander shouts.

      Sophie slowly lifts her bandaged arm toward us. “I’m so sorry.” Tears stream down her cheeks.

      There’s a roaring sound in my ears, but I still can’t move or draw breath. This can’t be happening. I can’t lose her.

      “Was it the same Biter that killed Kevin?” Xander asks, sounding way too calm.

      She shakes her head. “It was Kevin. I was applying pressure to his wound. I didn’t know he’d turned and…”

      I finally take a deep breath. “That son of a bitch.”

      Sophie gives me a chiding look. “It wasn’t his fault.”

      I let out a rush of air. “Of course it was his fault. He put you both in danger and got you killed. And for what?”

      “Cigarettes,” she says.

      Xander makes a tsking sound. “I always told him those cancer sticks would kill him.”

      Sophie lets out a strained laugh. The fact that she always laughs at our bad jokes is one of the many reasons I love her.

      Ah hell. How can I live without this woman? My throat goes tight as I fight back tears.

      Xander sits down next to her on the sofa. “So I guess spending your last night in my arms is out of the question?”

      I glare at him. “Back off, X-lax.”

      She laughs again. This one sounds more natural. “Well, since it’s my last night and all, I’ve always wondered what it’d be like to be with you and Jack…” She looks up at me briefly.

      “Like us two together?” asks Xander, an expression of surprise on his face.

      “Yes.” She flushes.

      She wants a threesome? I look over at Xander. The two of us have a reputation for sharing women, but I never dreamed we’d share Sophie.

      He gives a slight nod of his head to tell me he’s game.

      Despite the situation being somber as shit, I can’t help the thrill that shoots up my spine. Fuck Tore. We’ll make her last night unforgettable and then in the morning… I swallow hard. Not thinking about that now.

      She wipes her tears and opens her mouth to say something else, but I’ve heard enough. I march over to her, lean down, and kiss her full on the mouth.

      Xander scoots up next to her and kisses her shoulder.

      Sophie’s luscious pink mouth falls open. “Guys, I —”

      “No more talking,” I tell her as I reach down and start to tug off the shirt she’s wearing. “It’s time for loving. We’re going to show you that two men are better than one.”
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      Jack’s sinful words wash away my sadness. My core, slightly tender from the encounter with Tore, throbs with renewed excitement. When I’d first heard tales of Xander’s and Jack’s threesomes in high school, I’d secretly wondered what it would be like to be the focus of their passions. And now it can actually happen.

      My face warms. Who would’ve thought I’d turn into a nympho? My first time with Tore was amazing. So amazing, in fact, that I’d tried to initiate another round of lovemaking. Unfortunately, he hadn’t seemed interested in a repeat and after zipping up his jeans, he’d all but run out of the office.

      Stung by Tore’s abrupt vanishing act, I figured there was nothing else for me to do but clean up and find a nice, quiet place to kill myself. Now I’m getting the chance to have even kinkier sex. Giddiness bubbles inside me. Maybe I’ll go to hell for how I’m spending my last hours on earth, but the temptation of actually living out my darkest fantasies has me raising my hands to help Jack undress me.

      Jack yanks my shirt off and tosses it into the corner of the room. The action showcases the incredible definition of his arm and chest muscles visible through his wet T-shirt. Then he turns and looks at me. “You’re beautiful, Sophie.”

      “A goddess,” adds Xander, who gives me a wolfish grin.

      Jack leans over and kisses me again.

      Savoring the tang of tequila on his lips, I give myself over to the erotic dance of his tongue. Jack kisses like a man who knows his way around a woman’s body.

      Awash in desire, I lean back as Jack nibbles his way down my neck and chest.

      He stops at my breasts and flicks his tongue over my nipples.

      It feels so good. Wet heat blooms between my legs. After my time with Tore, I know what comes next and I can’t wait. My fingers tangle in Jack’s curly blond hair, pressing him closer against me.

      “Don’t forget about me, sunflower.” Pushing Jack out of the way, Xander cups my face in his hands and gives me the most erotic kiss of my life. His tongue and lips leave me dizzy and gasping for breath.

      “Where did you learn to kiss like that?” I pant, breaking away from him.

      Xander flashes me an enigmatic smile, his jet-black eyes giving nothing away. He nibbles the bottom of my earlobe, sending a shiver through me. “Just think of what I'll do to your pussy.” He slides to his knees and parts my thighs.

      Realizing his intent, I quiver in excitement. I’ve always wondered what this would be like.

      Jack, not content to sit and watch, slides his hand between my legs.

      I moan brokenly as his fingers unravel me one delicious stroke at a time.

      Xander scowls up at Jack. “Hey!”

      “Just warming her up for you, bro.”

      “I need no warm-up.” Xander pushes Jack’s hand away. The sleek, dark-haired man looks so wickedly handsome kneeling between my legs. The scruff of his goatee scrapes my inner thigh.

      I can’t help the giggle that escapes my lips. “That tickles.”

      “This won’t.” He winks and blows a hot breath across my damp flesh.

      Wow. Bolts of lust curl low in my belly.

      Xander blows another breath directly over my clit.

      “Oh!” I cry. The musky scent of my arousal mixes with the guys’ fresh rain scent.

      Xander pushes my thighs even farther apart. “I’m going to make you scream, sunflower.”

      Scream? The memory of Kevin’s scream makes me jerk upright and scoot back on the couch. “You shouldn’t do this. I’m infected, remember?”

      Xander clenches his jaw in that stubborn way of his. “Everyone knows the infected aren’t contagious until they reanimate.”

      That’s news to me. “Really?”

      Xander nods. “But even if that weren’t the case, being with you would be worth it.”

      “So worth it,” Jack echoes.

      They are both staring at me with such adoration. Tears fill my eyes. How could I have missed this? I must’ve been hiding under a rock not to see their feelings for me.

      “No crying.” Jack runs his hand gently down my cheek. “It’s time for loving, remember?”

      Before I can formulate a reply, Xander licks his way up my inner thigh and claims my hot, needy flesh.

      Oh my! The sensation of his mouth on me is indescribable. He licks and sucks me straight into an orgasm. I can’t even catch my breath, because he pierces me with his tongue over and over—using it like a cock.

      As I let out a keening noise, Jack reaches his hand between my legs again and finds my clit.

      Xander’s tongue.

      Jack’s fingers.

      It’s too much.

      Crying out, I grab the only thing I can hold on to—Jack.

      The big guy kisses me, swallowing each of my screams as he and his friend work me into a soul-splintering orgasm.

      As soon as the aftershocks ebb, I sprawl back against the couch cushions feeling shattered. “Wow, I might need a nap after that.”

      Jack gathers me into his arms. “None of that. We’re just getting started, honey.”

      “Yeah, you’ve seen nothing yet,” adds Xander, wiping away the traces of me from his mouth. He stands and yanks off his black hoodie, baring the lean muscles of his chest. Then he reaches for the buttons of his dark cargo pants.

      “Wait!” I push myself off Jack and approach Xander. “I want to touch you.”

      Xander stands still as I walk in a circle around him and run my hands down his body. The tips of my breasts graze his chest as I lean over to trace one of his flat, brown nipples. I lick one, then the other. Feeling his body tremble, I draw one into my mouth and suckle it the way he suckled my clit.

      He bites back a moan.

      I gently stroke the puckered flesh of a scar courtesy of his BMX racing days. We’d all been so glad when he’d given up racing. I bend my head and trace the scar with my tongue, wringing another moan from his lips. Logan never let me play like this. He never let me touch him or taste him. I wonder what Xander tastes like.

      I run my fingers down his hard abs, watching how they flex under my fingers.

      My eyes lock with Xander’s as I slowly undo the last two buttons of his pants.

      He peels them down his hips and kicks them off, his erection springing free. He’s hard and ready. His cock is a tad longer and slightly thinner than Tore’s. I can’t wait to feel it inside me.

      I reach out and touch him.

      Xander lets out a guttural sound. His engorged cock pulses in my hand, growing even larger.

      Another groan pierces the air.

      I twist around to see Jack sitting naked on the sofa. He’s watching Xander and me with a heated gaze. His muscles bunch and flex as he strokes himself.

      That’s so hot. I can’t wait to touch Jack the way I’m touching Xander. I look between the two men.

      For a fleeting minute guilt stabs me in the chest. How can I be doing this? First Tore. Now both Jack and Xander.

      “That feels so good, sunflower.” Xander thrusts against my palm bringing my attention back to him. “Don’t stop.”

      I don’t want to stop. My eyes fall on the bandage on my arm. I have only hours to live. Do I want to die before experiencing this?

      There’s only one answer. Hell no. I want to know everything. I want to do everything. Pushing all my reservations aside, I slide my hand up and down Xander’s cock trying to mimic how Jack is touching himself.

      Fluid beads on the smooth purple tip of Xander’s cock. Reacting on pure instinct, I lick it off with a flick of my tongue.

      Xander takes a swift intake of breath. He swells even more in my hands.

      The salty-sweet taste of his cum intrigues me.

      He lets out another ragged moan.

      I position my mouth over his shaft and look up at him through my eyelashes. “It’s my turn to make you scream, Xander.”
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      Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine Sophie Ann Becker would ever be kneeling in front of me, her lush mouth inches from my mushroom tip.

      Her beautiful blue eyes are filled with mischief as she looks up at me. “Is that okay with you, Xander?”

      Holy fuck-balls, yeah. I nod, too afraid of saying something that would bring her to her senses. And then those pink lips that I’ve fantasized about for so long are wrapping around me. Hot. Wet. Perfect.

      The first lap of her tongue almost does me in. Nothing has ever compared to this. To her.

      When I’d first transferred to Saguaro Valley Elementary School, I’d been a sad, lonely shitstain of a kid. I felt like an outsider until Sophie took me under her wing, sitting next to me at lunch and PE. I fell hard for her then and my crush only worsened when she’d kissed me during a spin the bottle game in sixth grade. While the chickenshit that I was worked up the courage to ask her to the school dance in seventh grade, Logan happened. Then I had to settle for being stuck in the friend zone all these years. It was a bitter pill for me to swallow. And for Jack who almost had it as bad as me. Almost.

      The long line of lovers we’d taken had never filled the void she’d left though. None of them reached me like she did with a small touch, a hug, a smile—holy shit.

      She licks a spot underneath the tip of my shaft.

      I can’t help but throw my head back and hiss like some fucking cobra.

      Then she starts moving me in and out of her mouth. Slow at first. Then faster.

      My balls tighten like fists and I desperately fight to keep from coming. Sliding my hands into her silky soft blond hair, I gently grip the back of her head—forcing her to slow down.

      She looks up at me, confusion in her incredible eyes.

      “I want it to last,” I tell her. I need it to last forever because I can’t face what will happen after. I can’t face losing her. Why did it have to be her? Why couldn’t it have been me or my man mountain of a best friend?

      I glance over at Jack.

      He’s furiously working his fuck-stick, giving me this time with her. But I can tell he wants to be part of it. He’s waiting for me to give the word. Since initially deciding we never wanted to be in a he-said-she-said scenario back in high school, we’ve often shared women. I’ve never had a problem with it. Until now.

      A dark part of me wants to keep Sophie all for myself, but that would be a dick move. Gritting my teeth, I motion Jack over with my free hand.

      With an ecstatic grin, Jack jumps up and approaches us with way more stealth than a guy his size should have. Sophie seems completely unaware of him as he goes to his big hairy knees behind her.

      She jumps in surprise when he grips her hip and slides his hand between her legs. Her eyes roll back as he strokes her creamy wet pussy.

      I feel her body go rigid, and then she’s coming again with a muffled sob.

      She looks fucking magnificent with her thighs spread, her back arched like a bow, and her kick-ass tits shaking.

      I feel myself swelling in her mouth.

      Her top teeth graze the top of my dick, but she makes it all better by sucking me down her throat.

      “Can I?” Jack asks, positioning his cock at her entrance.

      She answers by moaning against my dick and opening her thighs even wider.

      Murmuring what sounds like a prayer of thanks, Jack slowly enters her. Sweat dots his forehead. He’s clearly trying hard to hold back and not thrust balls-deep into her.

      Sophie grabs my legs for support and lets out a low moan. The vibration shoots straight up my root. Fuck!

      “Okay?” Jack asks through gritted teeth.

      She nods, or tries to with my dick in her mouth.

      Jack’s expression is almost euphoric as he slowly pumps in and out of her. We’ve done this dance so many times with so many women, but none of them were Sophie. For the first time in our sexual history together, I envy the shit out of Jack. I long to be the first one inside her, but then again I’m the first to have her mouth. It’s a fucking amazing mouth.

      As Jack sets up a steady rhythm, her baseball-size breasts shake hypnotically.

      I reach down and pinch her nipples, loving the gasp she lets out. She’s so responsive and wild. She’s everything I’ve ever imagined her to be.

      Her blue eyes darken as she rocks against Jack’s cock, taking everything he’s giving her.

      The big guy’s control snaps and he’s slamming into her hard and fast.

      She takes me along for the ride, working my dick like a melting popsicle.

      Damn. Doesn’t she have a gag reflex? Sweat runs down my face as intense pressure builds in my balls. I can’t hold out much longer.

      Jack howls her name and thrusts wildly into her one last time. Seeing him cum inside her shoves me over the edge.

      With a shout, I explode into her tight wet mouth. Unable to help myself, I grip her head tight forcing her to swallow me down.

      And she does. Every last drop.

      Asking her to forgive me for being a selfish bastard, I let go of her now-tangled hair. Swaying unsteadily I collapse back on my ass.

      She smiles and wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. “That was amazing.”

      “You were amazing.” I lean over and kiss her swollen lips.

      We are forced to break apart when Jack wraps his freakishly huge linebacker arms around us and crushes us against his chest. “This is the best moment of my life. I love you guys.”

      I pound on his back. “Hey! We need to breathe, buddy.”

      He loosens his embrace enough for me to notice that Sophie’s shoulders are shaking. At first I think she’s laughing, then I notice the tears streaming from her eyes. She’s crying again. Ah, hell.

      Jack’s eyes fill with sadness. “It’s okay, honey.”

      But it’s not okay. It’ll never be okay. The woman we love is dying and there’s nothing we can do about it. My eyes burn and I fight like mad not to break down.

      Sophie pushes us away. “I’m sorry, guys. I don’t want to ruin our moment. It’s just that we finally got together and now we have to say goodbye.”

      “Maybe we don’t have to.” I look at Jack. We’ve been friends so long he can all but read my mind.

      He locks his jaw and gives a curt nod. He’s with me on this like I knew he would be.

      I snag my cargo pants off the floor and fish a pill bottle out of one of the pockets.

      “What are those?” Sophie asks with a sniff.

      “Pain pills.” A supply run at a pharmacy a few months back had been a veritable gold mine. Although I’d avoided drugs prior to the apocalypse, I’m not above bartering pills or anything else to ensure Sophie had all the comforts she needed. My pills are the only reason she’s staying in the corner office, always gets her rations first, and has clean clothes to wear not that she ever needs to know that.

      Jack snags the bottle out of my hand and opens it. “Are there enough?”

      “There has to be.” It’s my last bottle.

      Jack pours the pills onto the floor and divides them into three even piles.

      I start to tell him that he’ll need more pills than us, but Sophie interrupts me.

      “You’re not killing yourselves. No. That’s not happening.” Her face is flushed and her eyes frantic.

      I grab her before she can swat away the pile of pills. “Shh. Calm down. All we’re going to do is take some pills and go to sleep together.”

      Jack looks up at her. “We want to be with you, Sophie. Friends to the end, remember?”

      Hearing the old saying we used to recite to each other back in elementary school makes my chest tight. “Friends to the end.”

      Sophie chokes on her sob, but I can see she’s accepted it. “I-It won’t hurt, will it?”

      I push back a lock of blond hair that’s sticking to her tearstained face. “Not at all.”

      “Wait.” She stiffens in my arms. “We can’t do it here. I’ll turn into a zombie when I die.” She lifts up her bare arm. The bandage must’ve fallen off during our sexcapades.

      No way! “Holy fuck-balls.” I grab her arm. “Is this where Kevin bit you?”

      “Yeah. Why?”

      I peer down at the teeth marks on her forearm. Over the past three months I’d seen dozens of similar zombie bites, but they all showed immediate signs of the Z-virus. I turned her arm over, inspecting her tanned skin. “You were bitten hours ago, right?”

      Sophie nods.

      Relief punches me in the gut. “Then you’re not infected.”

      Sophie’s eyes widen. “How can that be?”

      “Are you sure?” Jack says at the same time.

      “There’s no discoloration or dark veins anywhere.” I hold Sophie’s arm up under Jack’s nose so he can see for himself. The telltale black marks that spider out from any infected bite or scratch are missing.

      He looks as dumbfounded as I feel.

      There’s a loud knock at the door. “Sophie?” It sounds like Tore’s voice. We all ignore him.

      Sophie shakes her head. Her eyes are unfocused and she looks dazed.

      “You’re immune.” I don’t know how or why she is, but it’s restored my faith in…well just about everything. With a gleeful cry I wrap my arms around her and Jack.

      The door crashes open. “What the fuck is this?”

      I look up to see Tore standing in the doorway, a murderous look in his eyes.
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      Dimly, I’m aware of Tore stalking into the room and shouting at Xander and Jack.

      My friends jump to their feet and yell back at Tore.

      I know I should intervene before they try to kill each other, but I can’t shake the confusion hijacking my mind.

      My breathing quickens as I stare down at my arm. The indentations made by Kevin’s teeth are still visible, but it looks as if the bite has been healing for weeks, not hours. Xander is right. There are no signs of infection. No signs of the Z-virus. How can this be?

      Everyone I’ve ever known who was bitten or scratched by a zombie would have been covered in black veins by this point. Why aren’t I? Can I really be immune to the Z-virus? If so, does that mean I might be the key to stopping the apocalypse?

      Dots dance in front of my vision and I realize I’m hyperventilating. Slow down, Sophie. I take a deep breath and slowly let it out. Maybe I’m immune, or maybe Kevin hadn’t been a zombie long enough to turn me, or maybe I had guardian angels watching out for me today. Either way, I’m not going to die.

      A wave of dizzying relief hits me. I sit back hard on my butt. Something stabs into my skin. I reach underneath me and pull out my engagement ring hanging on the chain. The sparkly stone gleams up at me accusingly.

      Logan. I’ve cheated on Logan. I wait for the guilt to hit me, but it doesn’t. It doesn’t because I’ve finally accepted the truth. He’s gone.

      Deep in my heart, I’ve known for some time, but it took me facing death to finally accept it and move on. I slowly coil the silver chain into a ball. “Logan’s dead,” I say out loud.

      Jack and Xander look at me with mirroring looks of confusion.

      Tore levels his dark eyes on me. “You’ll be dead soon too, Sophie.” His gaze turns accusatory. “I thought we were spending your last few hours together.”

      “I thought so too, before you ran out of the room,” I fire back.

      “I had to check on the others. I didn’t realize you’d replace me so quickly.”

      The bite in Tore’s voice raises my hackles. He has no right to be upset. There were no promises between us. “We can still spend time together.”

      Tore looks at me as if I’m insane. “You’re out of time, angel.”

      Jack makes a sound of aggravation. “We’ve told you. She’s not infected. Sophie, show him.”

      I lift my arm to where Tore can see it.

      Tore blinks hard. “I thought you said you were bitten by a zombie.”

      “I was, but apparently it didn’t give me the virus.”

      Tore shakes his head in confusion. “I’ve never heard of that happening.”

      “We’ll now you have,” Xander replies. “Why don’t you turn around and leave through that door you just Hulk-smashed through?”

      Tore scowls at him through narrowed eyes. “Why don’t you turn around and leave my safe house?”

      “Fine. We will.” Jack glares back at Tore. “And Sophie’s coming with us.”

      “The hell she is,” Tore hisses.

      Enough. I make my own decisions. “No one needs to leave.”

      All three men watch me as I push myself to my feet.

      “I’ve just gotten a new lease on life and I’m not going to waste it with this male dominance crap. You all have big dicks, okay? Can we move on?” I walk over to the desk, pull out the top drawer and set Logan’s ring inside. Then I slam it closed with enough force that it makes Xander jump.

      Jack frowns. “You’re going to have to choose. Us or him.” He points to Tore. “You know how Xander and I feel about you. We’ll protect you with our lives.”

      “You can’t protect shit,” growls Tore. “I’m the one who’s kept you all alive.” He looks over at me. “Stay here with me and I’ll protect you.”

      Seriously? I laugh. “Boys, the last time I checked, I was the one who just survived a zombie bite. I don’t need protecting, but what I would like is more loving.” I sit down on the edge of the desk. “You all promised me an amazing night and the night’s not over.”

      Three pairs of jaws drop.

      I swing my legs back and forth enjoying the rush of feminine power. I can’t believe I’ve been missing out on this.

      Tore is the first to compose himself. “If you’re asking me to share you with these idiots, my answer is no.”

      I stroke my hand down the length of my naked body the way he’d asked me to do before. “I thought you said nothing should be off-limits between us.”

      “D-did I say that?” Tore wets his lips. He tracks my hand with a hungry gaze.

      I give Tore a seductive smile. “How about this? We’ll do a test. I’ll touch you there.” I point between his legs. “If you’re hard for me, we do this. If not…”

      Jack steps between us and shakes his head. “No. No fucking way.”

      I throw his own logic back at him. “Come on, Jack. You said two is better than one. Why can’t three be better than two?”

      “You belong to us, Sophie.” He motions between himself and Xander.

      I pause my hand inches from my core, and glare at the former football player. “No, I don’t.” For the first time in years, I belong to no one but myself.

      Xander slowly nods seeming to catch on. “You’re your own woman. We respect that.” He gives Jack a meaningful look. “But you have to understand that Jack and I love you. We’ll do everything in our power to convince you to be with us.”

      “Then start convincing.” I rest one foot on top of the office chair. It’s a brazen move that bares me to their gazes and it’s something the old me would never have dared to do. But I’m not that virginal girl anymore. I’ve discovered how amazing sex is and now I want to make up for lost time.

      Xander crosses over to me and brushes away my hand. His fingers replace mine and I let out a gasp. In seconds, he has me seeing stars.

      “Ooh,” I moan, falling back over the desk.

      Jack walks over to the other side. “You have no idea how convincing we can be.” He leans over the desk and gives me a hot, wet, upside-down kiss. Somehow his tongue thrusts match the tempo of Xander’s fingers.

      Desire rushes through me.

      Suddenly, Tore is there too. He pinches one of my nipples.

      I shudder, loving the pleasure-pain sensation. “Does this mean you’re on board with this, Tore?” I ask against Jack’s mouth.

      Tore’s eyes gleam wickedly. “Only if I’m the first to take your ass, angel.”

      I gasp. My ass?

      “You’ll love it,” Jack promises, nibbling my bottom lip. “Just think, all of us inside you.”

      At his words, Xander slides one finger down to my back hole.

      The strange sensation heats my blood and sends excitement racing through me. Something new to try.

      “We’ll need to use protection,” Tore announces, taking control like he always does. “Do either of you have condoms?” he asks Xander and Jack.

      By their crestfallen expressions, I can see that neither of them does. Good thing I can save the day. “Check my backpack in the bottom desk drawer.”

      Xander yanks open the drawer. A moment later, he pulls out the jumbo box of condoms Kevin had thrown at me earlier in the day. He chuckles. “It appears we’re set for a while.”

      Good. I flash my men a wicked smile. “Now, don’t just stand there, boys. Give me a night to remember.”
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      Thank you for reading Last Night in Hell. This story occurs in the same world as the Heaven in Hell series and the Claiming Her Mates series. You can find them (and other action-packed steamy reads) here: https://www.amazon.com/Dia-Cole/e/B06Y6KPXF4/
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        Lover in Hell

      

      

      Ever since the zombie virus wiped out humanity, Eden spends her days rescuing animals from the undead and her nights avoiding Mike—the sexy alpha male soldier who wants to claim her for his own. He’s too intense, dominating, and overprotective—everything Eden doesn’t want in a man. Even worse, his smoldering gaze weakens her resolve to swear off men forever.

      But when a routine supply run goes horribly wrong, the unthinkable happens—Eden becomes infected. Now, trapped for the night with Mike, and with only twenty-four hours left to live, Eden must decide if she wants to die a virgin or experience mind-blowing passion in the arms of a man who would follow her to hell.

      
        
        Claiming Her Mates: Book One

      

      

      With everyone bailing on my party, I didn’t think the night could get any worse. Then three scorching hot men storm the club and demand I come with them. Thinking they’re cops, I run only to discover the flu vaccine is turning people into zombies.

      Now my survival depends on Mason, Gabriel, and Liam. I should be terrified of their glowing eyes and the way they destroy any threat in our path, but all I can think about is claiming the fierce men as my own. All three of them…

      One problem.

      My ex has threatened to eviscerate any man who touches me. Too bad the deadly Alpha male isn’t here. He’ll rue the day he broke my heart and ordered his three gorgeous friends to rescue me.
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      I never used to like the drive from East to the Southeast Division. Southeast’s old leader had cleared out the stretch of Between that lay between the two divisions, so the drive itself wasn’t bad. It was pretty much a straight shot, and the road wasn’t in terrible shape.

      But it always felt faintly like riding to our doom. We’d never gotten along with Southeast even before Leo had taken over leadership of East, and there was always some doubt as to whether or not we’d come back alive.

      Now driving among the small, rundown houses and yards that marked the border of Southeast was almost a relief. Southeast hadn’t been scarred by the Uprising like East had. The air didn’t smell like charred earth, and the entire division wasn’t blanketed in an almost palpable tension.

      Buildings got taller and closer together as we made our way through the division. The roads were well-maintained, the concrete mostly smooth under the wheels of our bikes. Ray, my travel companion, kept his bike close beside mine. Not that we expected an attack, but after everything had gone down – not just half the metro area being destroyed but losing almost everything – it was comforting to be together.

      Apartment buildings gave way to the tall, shining hotels that marked the heart of the division. They rose up at least ten times as tall as any of the buildings in East had, and always made me feel slightly claustrophobic. Still, better than the haze of smoke that hung over the division I called home, hot and oppressive.

      We pulled into the parking lot of the grandest hotel, where Southeast’s former leader had lived. Von, leader of not only Southeast but the entire metro area, hadn’t seen fit to change the division's headquarters when he'd taken over.

      I stopped my bike and got off. My hands came to my hips as I stared up at the building. “I love Leo, but I’m really surprised Deena and Paris haven’t killed him yet.” Being in another division was the only time I felt safe saying something like that. Leo had a shifter’s sensitive hearing, and he seemed to be everywhere at once.

      Ray hooked his arm around my waist and pulled me against him. He didn’t argue.

      I could understand it. Not only had Leo lost everything along with the rest of us, but as our leader he’d had to make the choice to destroy it all rather than let MMF and the governor’s forces have it. After building it up and giving everything he could for it, East was a wasteland of ash and debris.

      We were starting to rebuild. That took time and credits, which there never seemed to be enough of. Leo had lost people too – we’d lost people – and he was desperate not to lose any more. Still, he hovered like an anxious den mother, and a lot of us were starting to feel a little smothered.

      “We might be away for longer than we thought.” Ray’s gray eyes focused on the sky off in the distance. We’d set out early because we’d be on the road all day, but it was still darker than usual for a summer morning. The wind was already starting to stir in my long hair, and the clouds looked awfully dark.

      “There’ll be a bed in the back.” I flashed him a grin. “Just as long as your partner doesn’t mind us sharing.”

      His arm tightened around my waist, his answering smile carrying a familiar heat. “No partner right now.” Ray liked the idea of a relationship, but he usually didn’t stay in them for very long. We slept together sometimes when he was between partners, and if we were sharing the narrow bed in the back of the ambulance…

      “Good to know.” I dropped my head against his shoulder, but straightened after only a second. We really needed to get inside. I slipped away, Ray’s hand falling from my hip.

      Grit on the concrete crunched under our feet as we moved across the parking lot. The front entrance was a grand affair, all glass doors and decorative shrubs that looked like a security nightmare. Since our current home was comprised of a cluster of tents around a central building, I didn’t have room to talk.

      The lobby bustled with activity, mostly orcs moving around and no doubt just starting their day. Or ending it, for some of them. A stern-looking orc sat behind a desk, and that was where Ray guided me. “Morning,” he greeted pleasantly. “We’re from East. I think you’re expecting us.”

      The receptionist’s smile was brief, all the more vicious for his tusks. “Conference Room C. Just down there.” He pointed to one of the wide halls that branched off the lobby.

      They trusted us to see ourselves there. No one stepped out of the background to escort us. Not like the last time I’d been in Southeast. It helped ease some of the lingering anxiety.

      The heat of Ray’s palm hovered over the small of my back as we turned to head down the hall. We drew some curiosity, but no one was outright hostile. That was a nice change too.

      Pushing open the door to the conference room revealed a long table surrounded by padded chairs, but no one waited for us inside. With a glance at Ray, I moved past him to take one of the nearest seats.

      He sat beside me, pulling close enough to stretch his arm across the back of my chair. Even if there hadn’t been the possibility of spending some time together that night, it was nice to share physical contact. That was why I liked being around other shifters. A lot of other races got a bit weirded out or read too much into simply wanting to touch.

      We sat in a companionable silence, but it wasn’t too long before the door opened again. I’d met Von before, recognized him when he entered. The tall orc who came in with him was more familiar. His dark green skin didn’t seem to have any new scars since the last time I’d seen him, the silver studs in his ear winking in the light.

      They took seats just a couple down from ours, two pairs of red eyes staring at us intently. “You know Grem.” Von gestured to the other orc. “He’ll be going with you.” There was almost a faint air of challenge to him, like he expected us to argue.

      It was tempting. Ray and I were shifters. We knew what we were doing, and we could handle this ourselves. We were supposed to be taking a bunch of supplies to one of the fishing camps north of the metro area. They’d reached out, and Von wanted to make a good impression with the neighbors who were one of our food resources. We needed them more than ever, considering the ranches up in Northeast had been completely destroyed.

      Maybe I would have argued if I didn’t know Grem. He was one of the orcs who’d come to East during the Uprising, and we’d spent a bit of time together. Having him along wouldn’t be so bad. It could be worse. Especially since I wasn’t sure if Von had come up with this on his own or Leo had asked him for some additional protection.

      “You expecting trouble?” Ray asked casually.

      “No. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that you get trouble when you’re not expecting it.” Von’s lips gave a rueful twist around his tusks.

      I exchanged a look with Ray and shrugged. Another body wouldn’t hurt anything. “Fine with me,” I said. “The weather looks like it might get bad, so I hope you don’t have plans for tomorrow morning.” I addressed that to Grem. “We might be stuck there tonight, and there’s not exactly a lot of space in an ambulance to sleep.”

      Grem’s eyes moved over both me and Ray, seeming to linger on Ray. We’d been a bit flirty, but that was interesting. “We’ll figure it out,” he returned.

      “They have a clinic.” Von folded his arms on top of the table and leaned forward. “Can you take a look at it? See if there’s anything glaring that they’re missing that’s feasible and reasonable to get them?”

      “Yeah, that’s fine.” It made more sense that he’d specifically requested a nurse. All of us nurses talked together on the open data loop, and we’d been a little confused. He’d probably wanted to send someone from Central or Southwest, but I’d jumped on it. I was more than ready to take a break. I looked between them. “That it? We all set?”

      “Yeah.” Grem stood, prompting Ray and I to get up as well. “I’ll meet you out in the lot.”

      We did the goodbye thing and headed back out of the building. Fat drops of rain splattered against my leather jacket as we crossed to our bikes.

      “Well,” Ray commented as he settled on the seat before it could get any wetter. “Hope he doesn’t mind you getting too loud, kitty-cat.” Because while he was a large wolf, I turned into a sleek, spotted bobcat. “If he’s sleeping in the front.”

      I gave him a flat look, earning one of his ready smiles in return.

      The rumble of a bike snapped my head around. Grem coasted through the lot toward us. He stopped and put a heavy boot flat on the concrete, waiting for us to back out of the spot. In no time we were speeding down the road, headed north.

      We had to get an ambulance from Central. Grem said Von ensured we were getting the good one, not one that had been converted from an old transport truck like most of the ambulances spread through the Divisions. Impressions to make and all of that.

      The rain fell in earnest by the time we pulled into Central. My torso was nice and dry thanks to my jacket, but my comfortable hemp pants were soaked. I almost thought about taking everything off and shifting in the back of the ambulance to help dry off, but shaking back there would get everything else wet.

      Grem drove. It was a long drive, but it wasn’t so bad. I stretched out on the bed and stared at the ceiling. They kept the intercom between the front and back open so we could all talk. Grem had no problem joining in with the chatter between Ray and me. He even got a bit flirty with both of us, which was interesting. Maybe that was just the type of person he was.

      By the time we got to the fishing camp that afternoon, the wind drove the rain sideways. It hammered across the top of the ambulance as the vehicle slowed to a stop, a steady splattering thrum on the roof. “This is insane.” Ray had the sensitive hearing of a shifter, but Grem did not. I had to raise my voice to be heard over the weather. We had storms in East, but they were never like this. The whole vehicle rocked with the wind.

      “It gets like this on the coast,” Ray mused. “Usually by the time it hits us, it’s had a chance to die out a little.”

      “I’m not driving back like this in the dark,” Grem said flatly. “Trees’ll be down on the road, and I might not see them.” Not to mention the former governor hadn’t really cared too much about maintaining the infrastructure out here. The old concrete highway leading from the Divisions up to the camp was crumbling away, and sections of it were almost impassable in full daylight. Steer a little too far in one direction and we could find ourselves plummeting down the side of a cliff.

      “That’s what we thought might happen. I’ll send Leo a message while you’re in there doing your thing.” Ray paused. “You okay, kitty-cat?”

      “Yeah. Not looking forward to the rain.” I eyed the doors at the rear of the ambulance somewhat dubiously.

      “What, you don’t like being wet?” There was no getting away from the innuendo in Grem’s voice, and I couldn’t help a smile as I shook my head.

      Ray’s rich chuckle seemed to echo in the back of vehicle. “Someone’s come out to meet us.”

      With a sigh, I pushed the rear doors open. I’d dried off on the trip, but my pants were soaked almost immediately, my dark hair plastered against my head. Trees danced and swayed in the wind, looming and creaking around us.

      I made my way around to Ray’s side of the truck where I could see someone standing at the edge of the pitted concrete road. They beckoned before turning and hustling back under the overhang in front of a squat, dingy building.

      Ray stepped out beside me, and even the sound of the door closing was hard to pick out in the rain. His arm looped around my waist as we dashed for the shelter of the overhang, Grem close behind. It was a little better under the flat roof – only my back was getting wet instead of all of me. The light beside the door glowed dimly through the weather, but it was easier to see when we were right on top of it.

      The stranger had to struggle to open the door before he slipped inside, like the wood was swollen from the rain or he was fighting the wind. Maybe both. Ray caught it with his palm, holding it for me to duck under his arm.

      Inside was a small room that looked like a clinic, office, and storage area combined. The stranger turned out to be a man around my height, with long silver hair and a truly impressive beard. His eyes moved over us, getting stuck on Grem’s broad form for a moment before coming back to Ray and me. “You from the Mountain? Or the Divisions or whatever the fuck you’re calling it now?”

      “Yeah,” I replied with a warm smile. That was the smile I gave reluctant patients. “I’m Courtney. This is Ray and Grem.” I motioned to them. “We have your supplies in the ambulance. Von wants me to take a look at your clinic too, see if there’s anything else you’re missing or could use that we could get for you.”

      The man grunted. His eyes moved over me before he jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “This is it. We don’t need anything big or fancy, but you’re welcome to take a look.” Although he sounded somewhat dubious.

      “Thanks.” I gave him another warm smile before moving into the part of the room that seemed mostly sectioned off for the clinic.
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      His name was Chuck, the man who’d met us. He oversaw Grem and Ray move the supplies in, and his demeanor relaxed considerably when he realized they’d included some of East’s other products. Von must’ve had them sitting in a storage room or something, because we definitely weren't up to production yet. We certainly weren’t the only division that produced wine and weed, but I’d always thought ours were the best.

      Chuck offered for us to stay in the office-clinic room for the night. There was more room there than the ambulance, so we bundled up all the blankets and pillows and brought them inside. It was quieter too, the rain a steady patter against the roof instead of a deafening drum against a vehicle that rocked in the wind.

      There were a few things they could use that they didn’t have, and I sent a list to Von. After that and getting everything moved in and more or less put away or at least stacked neatly against the wall where they wouldn’t be in the way, we had time to kill.

      We chatted some more. Ray found a deck of cards in the desk and we played a few games of euchre. But as the afternoon drew on into evening, it was hard not to get bored.

      Grem stood from a folding chair barely wide enough to hold him and stretched. His eyes flicked over me before landing on Ray. “Never scrapped with a shifter before.” Invitation warmed his voice.

      My eyebrows rose. “There’s not exactly enough room for all that. Not to mention you can’t shift and heal back when Ray bites you.” Wrestling or play-fighting, whatever you wanted to call it, was a perfectly reasonable way to spend an evening. But Ray and I would both be completely healed when we shifted back to human form. Grem would not.

      Grem folded his arms, intensity in his eyes when they locked on Ray. “Would it make a difference if I said the winner got to fuck the loser?” His smile carried the heat of promise rather than a joke.

      I uncrossed my legs and sat up a little straighter. “There’s not-” I started, though my argument lacked the vehemence it had just seconds ago.

      “It’s fine.” Ray stood and shed the leather vest he usually wore, followed by the shirt he had on underneath. I was a little surprised he’d actually worn one – usually he didn’t bother. His chair scraped across the floor as he pushed it back to rest against the wall. “You might wanna move, kitty-cat.” His gray eyes sparkled as he looked at me.

      I stood and helped them clear our sitting area away from the center of the floor. There really wasn’t that much room. And Ray was going to lose.

      We were stronger, than humans, faster. He’d be faster than Grem, but without the ability to shift into his furrier form, he didn’t stand a chance against an orc. Was he just going to shift and be careful? Or…

      I caught his wink. Or he didn’t intend to win. I folded my arms as I leaned back against the wall, eyebrows raised. “There are easier ways to get laid,” I said in an undertone I was fairly sure Grem wouldn’t be able to hear. Especially considering we’d been talking about spending the night together. It was hard not to feel a little… something. Jealous? Disappointed? Something.

      “But not as much fun.” Ray tossed me a grin before turning to face Grem.

      That was probably true. Wrestling, running and chasing, it all sometimes turned into foreplay. I settled in to watch, telling myself it was just to make sure no one got too hurt, that they didn’t destroy anything. Deep down, I knew better. Because in addition to the something I felt, anticipation fluttered inside me.

      Grem stripped off his shirt as well. He was a wall of broad muscles, and yes, I could definitely see the appeal. Maybe I wasn’t going to get any, but there were worse ways to spend a stormy night than watching them grapple half-naked in the middle of the floor.

      Ray lunged. He was faster, dodging in and out of Grem’s range, landing a few solid punches. Grem was going to have a few bruises, that was for sure. Adrenaline licked through me as I watched them, each smack of skin hitting skin almost seeming to echo through the room. It was hotter than it had any right to be – though to be fair we all knew this was directly a precursor to sex. I was unashamedly watching their foreplay.

      It didn’t last very long. Ray was tall, but Grem still had probably a good head on him and had a longer reach. In the blink of an eye, he grabbed Ray and had him down on the ground. Ray bucked and tried to push him off, but there was no moving him. They knelt on the floor facing me, Grem’s arm locked around Ray’s throat, tightening to cut off his air.

      Ray tapped out, his fingers almost a blur against the green bicep by his ear. He sucked in a grateful breath of air when Grem loosened his grip just enough to allow it. “You win.” It was a clear challenge. They were both bruised up, and Grem had a bloody nose.

      Grem’s arm dropped to band across Ray’s chest, holding him in place against the front of his body. Their shoulders heaved as they tried to catch their breath, winded from their little wrestling match. He opened the front of Ray’s pants, yanking them down roughly over his hips. Unsurprisingly Ray was already half-hard, his cock growing as Grem exposed him.

      “I should make sure you two aren’t badly hurt,” I protested, forcing my eyes up to meet theirs. That was absolutely what I needed to do. Or get up and walk out, despite the heat that had built up deep in my own body watching them grab at each other. I could take care of that myself.

      Red eyes came directly to me, the intensity sending a shiver down my spine. “Get over here,” Grem demanded. His hand closed around Ray’s shaft, working it in short, sharp pulls.

      “Why?” I licked my suddenly dry lips. “I didn’t lose.”

      Ray’s eyes closed. His hips swayed, pushing into Grem’s touch. Yeah, he was totally okay with this outcome.

      Grem raised an eyebrow. “You telling me you don’t want his tongue in that sweet pussy while I fuck him?” Grem grasped Ray’s chin in his hand, jerking his head down to face me. “Tell her.”

      Ray opened eyes gone black with lust. “Come here, kitty-cat.” His husky invitation sent heat twisting through me.

      I swallowed. I couldn’t look away from the sharp jerks of Grem’s hand, and I couldn’t come up with a single reason to say no. I pushed away from the wall almost before I realized it. But I didn’t go to them, not yet.

      I skirted them, going to get lube out of one of the boxes we’d brought. It wasn’t necessarily meant for that purpose, but it would work. I placed it on the floor beside Grem’s knee.

      “Thanks. Now get down there.” Grem’s eyes were hard on me.

      I dropped to my knees in front of them. Despite how worked up I was, it was a little awkward. They were obviously caught up in each other, both at least half naked, and there I was…

      Ray reached for me, his fingers tangling in my hair. He pulled me in for a kiss, deep and sloppy. His teeth caught against my lip, the little sting sending another jolt of heat through me.

      The hand on my hip was unfamiliar, making me pull back and open my eyes. Too big, not warm enough to be Ray – it was Grem. Our flirting had never progressed to a physical level, but it sure had now.

      Grem’s fingers pressed in against my ass, but he never stopped the rhythmic pull over Ray’s shaft. “Get your clothes off and get a fucking pillow or something.”

      “Bossy.” But I got up to do as he said. The tension between them was obviously growing, and if I didn’t get in there soon, it probably wasn’t going to happen.

      I quickly shed my clothes and got a pillow and blanket, spreading them out before laying on my back in front of Ray. I immediately felt awkward again as both pairs of eyes focused on me.

      Grem’s hand finally fell away from Ray’s cock. His palm cracked across Ray’s ass, the sound sharp enough to make me jump. Long fingers gripped Ray’s dark hair, pulling just enough to expose the line of his throat. “She comes before you do. Because…” His teeth grazed over Ray’s ear. “I want to see it.”

      As soon as Ray was free, he dropped to his elbows in front of me. He was usually a little more assertive when we were together, but he didn’t seem to mind that Grem had taken control. He sent a wink up the line of my body at me before his hands settled on my thighs. “Relax, kitty-cat.” His thumbs pulled me open, exposing my center.

      “Yeah, easy enough for you to say. This is a bit – oh!” I cut off in a gasp as his tongue flicked against my clit. This was familiar territory. We’d done this before, and it was easy to let go, to stop feeling so self-conscious and just enjoy it.

      My hands settled on the sides of his head, fingers twining in his thick, soft hair. The sinuous dance of his tongue soon had me writhing under him as heat built up between my legs. He usually started out slow, a little teasing, but there was a certain urgency as the pointed tip of his tongue flicked back and forth.

      He let out a low moan, the vibration licking along my skin. I had my eyes shut, but I was willing to bet I knew exactly what was happening. Grem had to be opening him up. I didn’t dare look, but the idea of it, that Grem was getting ready to fuck Ray while Ray had his face buried between my thighs, only intensified the sensations rolling through me.

      Ray shifted just enough to bring his hand up between my legs. One finger slid deep into my pussy, and I pushed up to meet him as much as I could. He had too much going on to concentrate on fucking me with it, but it was nice to have something to clamp down on while he drove me absolutely insane.

      A moan slipped out when his lips closed around my clit. Pleasure sparked through me as he sucked hard, bringing my hips up off the floor. I grabbed at the blanket so I didn’t score him with my nails.

      I could hear it, the soft rhythmic slap of Grem’s knuckles against Ray’s ass. It matched the tempo of Ray’s tongue lashing across my sensitive nub, and that realization made me squeeze my eyes shut. It wasn’t just Ray and Grem, and Ray and me. We were all doing this together, all consumed by this moment we shared.

      The world narrowed down to the intensity he pushed through me, seeming to come to a halt as I perched right on the edge of ecstasy. His finger pulled back, only to shove roughly into me again. My breath caught as I came hard, clenching around him.

      Ray pulled back to rest his forehead against my thigh. I opened my eyes to see his body jolt just a little as Grem fucked into him from behind, his muscles flexing with each sharp movement.

      Grem’s fingers hooked around Ray’s upper arm, pulling him up against his chest. “You want to be between us?” The question was for Ray, but his gaze was hard on me, so intense I couldn’t look away. “Fuck your pretty cat while I fuck you?”

      Ray’s eyes fell shut. His hand closed around his cock, seeming unable to keep from stroking himself. “Yes,” was a low hiss.

      I rested my feet against the floor, thighs snugging up around Ray’s hips as he lowered himself over me. His erection was rock hard, damp at the tip with precome. He lined himself up perfectly before surging into me, his low groan filling my ears. My eyes closed and my head fell back as he filled me, my hips tilting up to meet him.

      He stilled. He was heavier, an added weight on top of me as Grem presumably pushed deep into Ray’s ass. I barely had time to register it before Grem fucked Ray hard, driving him roughly into me again and again.

      My nails raked down Ray’s sides as pleasure and desire twisted together, coiling at the base of my spine. My eyes flew open when Grem grabbed my wrist, and I looked at him over Ray’s shoulder.

      “Touch yourself,” Grem said in a low voice.

      I slipped my hand between our heated bodies, my finger settling over my clit. I circled tightly, and it wasn’t long before the world started to draw in on me. My orgasm spread heat through my limbs, stealing my breath as I flew high on ecstasy.

      “Fuck. Oh fuck,” Ray swore. He stuttered to a stop, head hanging down. I felt the pulse of his release, but Grem was relentless, fucking him hard. “Grem-”

      “Just a little more,” Grem growled. Another handful of strokes had him falling still too. He eased back, and Ray dropped to my side.

      “Well.” I stared up at the ceiling. “Never done that before.”

      Ray chuckled. His fingers curled around my wrist, one stroking over the spot where my pulse beat madly under my thumb. “You have a good time?”

      “I mean…” I licked my lips, trying to get my voice back to a semblance of normal. When I spoke again, I still sounded husky, languid with pleasure. “I wouldn’t say no to a repeat.

      Grem got up. He found a sanitary wipe and cleaned himself up before tossing it into a nearby trash can. His intensity had abated somewhat, but his eyes were still hard when they locked with mine. “You’ll be in the middle next time.”

      Heat twisted through me. I raised my eyebrows, staring up at him. “You think so?” Although that did sound like a lot of fun… “That sounds awfully intense.”

      “Guess I’ll have to show you.” His fierce grin seemed almost like a promise.
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      I slept in the middle of our blanket nest on the floor. Grem said it was because I was smallest, but I didn’t care. It was nice being snuggled down between them, listening to the steady drum of rain on the roof. Sleep came surprisingly easily, despite the fact that it wasn’t the most comfortable surface I’d ever slept on.

      It was still dark when I jolted awake. My heart leaped in my chest as I peered around the dim room. There’d been some kind of loud crash. I couldn’t see anything out of place, but since the only light came from the bulb beside the door outside shining through the window, everything was shrouded in shadows.

      Ray sat up, using the portable light he’d grabbed from the ambulance to scan the room. My eyes followed the light’s path, but I couldn’t see anything that could have made that sound. Grem had also awoken from the noise, instantly alert.

      I registered yelling and screaming cutting through the storm, though I couldn’t make out anything distinct. I got to my feet, hesitating before pulling my clothes on. I’d regret it if I needed to turn into a bobcat – but I’d want hands if I needed to be a nurse.

      As soon as Grem wrestled the door open, I slipped past him into the rain. My hair was immediately soaked, as were my clothes, but I was only barely aware of it. Lit by the spill of light from outside the building and silhouetted by the sputtering glow from inside, I saw what had made the crash.

      One of the trees that had swayed so energetically in the wind had fallen on top of one of the other buildings. That was where the screaming came from. “I think there’s people trapped inside!” I called, so not only Grem would hear me, but so would Ray still inside the office. I dashed through the puddles dotting the soaked ground to the building.

      Chuck was already there. He stood by the hole in the side of the building, talking to someone who looked like they had a nasty gash on their face, his portable light trained inside. Their words were clipped and short as they talked about getting people out.

      The hole was dark and intense, branches and debris sticking out of it. “Is anyone trapped under there?” I called, not really addressing anyone in particular.

      “Yes!” I heard in return, the voice strained with panic or pain. Or maybe both.

      My stomach lurched. “Shit.” I looked over my shoulder to where Grem stood just behind me. “You think we can move it?”

      “Ray and I probably can. You should be in there to move anyone who needs to be moved.” He motioned to the door. “It’s too big to get out of here, but we can give you a few seconds.”

      He was probably right. Where was Ray? My eyes darted back toward the office, but he hadn’t come out yet. I turned my attention to Grem. “Let me know when you’re ready to move it.”

      “Yeah.” His eyes scanned over the tree, probably trying to figure out the best way to get it done.

      I took a moment to grab the first aid bag from the back of the ambulance, then joined Chuck. “Can I have that?” I asked, motioning to the light in his hand. The light inside didn’t look steady, and I didn’t want to get in there and realize I needed more.

      He frowned. “You can’t go in there. It’s not safe. Doug went to get the truck, and we’ll chain up that tree and move it out of here.”

      I shook my head. “I’ll be fine. They’re going to move the tree, and I’ll need to see to whoever’s caught in there.”

      He set his free hand on his hip. “I can’t let you go in there.”

      “Are you going to stop me?” I challenged. The man he was with looked like he needed stitches, but I needed to triage all possible patients first. It looked like I was in for a busy night.

      Chuck hesitated, but he handed me the light. I quickly got the door open and went inside. The overhead lights were on, flickering every now and again, but they weren’t much good around the tree.

      It looked like a bunkhouse – a wide room with blankets and thin partitions up for privacy between the beds. I could smell blood as I moved through to where the roof had collapsed under the tree. I shone the portable light at it, peering at it to try to see what was going on. Someone was stuck under it, and someone was stuck under what looked like half a bed that was stuck under the tree.

      “Hey,” I said to them in a soothing tone. “My name’s Courtney. My friends are going to pick up that tree, and I’ll get both of you out of there. Just sit tight.”

      I tried to assess them both as best as I could from as far away as I was. I didn’t dare get too close – the branches looked sharp and heavy, and I wouldn’t do anyone any favors if I got hurt while I was trying to help.

      The young woman under the tree was pale, breathing shallowly. She’d probably broken a couple ribs. The man under the bed frame was almost gray, his face drawn with pain. It looked like his arm was crushed. They needed more medical attention than what I could provide from the ambulance – maybe we’d be bringing them back with us.

      “Kitty-cat,” Ray called from outside. “We’re gonna move this thing. You ready?”

      “Yeah.” I stole as close as I could and set the bag down, opening it so it was ready. The man under the bed was closer, so I’d pull him out first, then the woman. One of them was still bleeding, judging by the sharp, coppery scent curling into my nostrils, but I couldn’t tell who.

      The building creaked and branches swished as the tree lifted up and away. I slipped my hand under the bed and tugged. It was a solid wooden frame, but I made enough space to pull the man out. His arm did not look good.

      “Can you move?” I squatted down to rest the heavy thing on my thigh so I could have my hands free.

      He tried to put his hands under him and cried out, snatching one back to his chest. The other still worked, and he managed to pull himself out to a clear, dry part of the floor.

      “Stay there,” I told him. He didn’t appear to be bleeding, which meant it had to be the woman. I snagged a bandage from the kit before I approached her. She had a deep cut across her stomach. I’d have to get closer to hear how she was breathing, but from the looks of it she was able to breathe okay, she was just in pain. I really hoped that was the case.

      I pressed the bandage to her stomach, the gauze soaking through as rain pelted us through the hole in the ceiling. “Can you hold that on there?” Her grip wasn’t very tight, but it was better than nothing. The portable light went in my mouth so I could hook my hands under her armpits and pull her to safety. I eased her down on the floor beside the man. “Clear!” I called.

      The tree settled again with a chilling sense of finality. Ray hurried in to join me, gray eyes moving over both of them. “What can I do?” he asked.

      “Grab a fresh bandage and hold it right here.” I motioned to the woman’s stomach with my head. “Where were you?”

      “Sent a message to the clinic down in Southwest, to see if they could get a boat up here. They said not until the waves die down, so it looks like…” He trailed off as he rummaged through the bag.

      “We might have passengers,” I finished quietly. It would be faster to take them up the Mountain, but the hospitals there had been completely gutted. I wasn’t sure they’d be able to treat them there. That was probably a discussion to have later, though. For right now…

      “Maybe. It’ll depend on how the water is in the morning.”

      I gave them both a shot of mentin to ease the pain. The narcotic worked quickly, leaving them both much less tense. It was easier to get them patched up first, then move them to the clinic, so I worked as quickly as I could. Ray held the light for me, standing nearby and moving it where I needed it.

      There wasn’t much I could do for the man’s arm. I immobilized it and mentally set a regimen for mentin, but that was about it. The woman needed stitches and again, mentin and rest. Grem helped me get them gently moved to the clinic, on mattresses pulled from the bunkhouse. We couldn’t sleep there anymore, but that was something to consider when we were done.

      Chuck and the man he’d been talking to hovered by the door, watching my every move. I looked critically at the wound on the other guy’s face. It still seeped blood, but I was more worried about something else. “Isn’t there supposed to be someone else here?”

      Chuck glanced around like he’d be able to see the missing man, and concerned green eyes came back to me. “Doug. He’s not back yet.”

      Ray came to stand at my side, close enough that my shoulder brushed his chest. The storm raged on outside, howling through trees and pelting rain against the side of the building. “We should go look.” His hand settled between my shoulder blades.

      I knew what he meant. He wasn’t just talking about going outside and yelling and looking around with the portable lights. I nudged his side with my elbow. “Bet I hear something before you pick up a scent.”

      He answered me with a smile. “You’re on.” He opened the door, stepping back to hold it with his body.

      It was second nature to strip down to nothing and let my body take over. It hurt, changing into my furrier form always hurt. Muscles and bones stretched and shrank, tendons popped and snapped. The only reason I did it, I kept doing it, was that the agony was over almost before it began. In the blink of an eye my perspective shifted. I was closer to the ground, four paws on the floor, the pain already a distant memory.

      Ray was bigger as a wolf than I was as a bobcat. His tail fanned the air, and he ducked his head to lick my ear.

      Chuck and his bleeding companion had watched, both slightly bemused as we’d gotten naked, but they backed away from us now that we had fur and sharper teeth. Living in East with other shifters and orcs who didn’t care, it was easy to forget that some people didn’t like shifters.

      That wasn’t even close to my biggest concern at the moment. I stepped out into the rain. I’ve never liked the feel of rain matting down my fur. I shook on reflex, but it didn’t really help. Ray nudged me with his nose, and I playfully snapped at him. He knew how I felt about the weather.

      He paced a few steps away and lifted his head, no doubt trying to pick up a scent. I went the other way, around the side of the building where the sturdy wall blocked out some of the wind. Ray’s most heightened sense was his sense of smell, but mine was definitely my hearing. The ears sitting on top of my head swiveled as I filtered through the noise of the rain, the wind rustling branches against each other.

      I heard something, something that stuck out as not quite right among all the sounds of the storm. I started toward it, loping across the muddy ground.

      It got clearer the closer I got. The blare of a vehicle’s horn cut through the night – maybe the truck that had been mentioned. I ran as quickly as I could across the slick earth, ducking under branches and through shrubs.

      The truck’s rear lights were like a beacon, but I couldn’t see the vehicle itself until I got much closer. It had slid down an embankment, stopped only by the tree the front end was wrapped around. Rain drummed across the top of the vehicle and in the bed at the back. The lights were on, reflecting off the tree to show someone inside – presumably Doug. Doug was very still.

      I didn’t know how the hell I was going to get down to him and get him back up, but I needed to. The truck was at an angle. It was heavy, but it probably wouldn’t be too long before the weight of the sodden earth and the wind would start it sliding further down. I couldn’t see the bottom of the embankment in the dark, but I had a hard time believing Doug would survive it.

      If he hadn’t already died.

      I cried out for Ray, my call almost a piercing scream. I needed to get moving. The gate on the back of the truck looked like I could grab it maybe from the top of the hill, but there was a chance the slope wouldn’t hold me and we’d both just slide down.

      Adrenaline churned through me. I’d probably be fine. Maybe.

      Changing back into my human form was never as easy, like my body wanted to stay a bobcat. Too bad bobcats didn’t have opposable thumbs. I planted my heels deep in the muddy ground and reached forward. My stomach lurched, heart in my throat as I grabbed for the back of the truck. Not quite close enough. I inched down the hill, setting my feet in as far as I could until my fingers closed over the cold, wet tailgate.

      I heard a noise behind me, a body moving through the bush. Ray’s snuffle was a welcome sound. “Can you grab my waist?”

      “Hold on, kitty-cat,” came the steady answer. Warm hands grasped the sides of my waist, making me feel a little more solid on my feet.

      We pulled it back up the hill. I slipped once and almost went down, but Ray kept me up. He steadied me as I yanked on the vehicle until at last we got the vehicle to the top of the embankment.

      I turned to see Grem standing there, waiting for us. Without a word he wrenched off the truck’s front door. After I reached in to check and make sure Doug was still alive, Grem got him safely extricated from the wreck and we headed back to the camp.
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      Chuck wouldn’t meet my eyes when we got back to camp, even after I dried off and put my clothes back on. We got Doug settled on another mattress on the floor. He was probably concussed at the very least, but there was nothing more we could do for him there. That was a little frustrating. And the storm hadn’t let up at all – there was no way to get him out.

      I stood from checking him over and faced Chuck. “What would you do if we hadn’t been here?” Not accusatory, just curious. None of the patients seemed critical at present, but they all definitely needed more intensive care.

      “Waited out the storm and driven them up the Mountain.” His lips pressed into a thin line. “You won’t let us have mentin, so it wouldn’t have been pleasant.”

      I exchanged a look with Ray, who just shrugged. I’d used what had been in my first aid kit so I wouldn’t use up their supplies, but there hadn’t been any in what we’d delivered to them. I’d figured they just hadn’t needed any, but… “Do you have medic training?”

      “No.” Chuck set his hands on his hips, and his eyes finally came to mine, almost a challenge.

      “Get some. Or have one of your people get some, and I’ll see if we can get you some mentin. It can be fatal in the wrong dose, so you need to know what you’re doing.” I gestured to the supplies we’d brought. “You do what? Set bones? Stitch wounds?” There were bandages, suture kits, non-narcotic painkillers, a few other basic things. “You’re pretty far away from a hospital to not have a medic.”

      “We get people in and out too much.” He nodded to the mattresses on the floor, the prone patients. “They’re all going to have to be replaced.”

      “So that’s why you do it. Unless you move in and out too?” I raised my eyebrows. He didn’t seem to have an answer for that. “Right.”

      “They’ll send a boat up for your patients as soon as the storm clears,” Grem said. He must have gotten in touch with Von, or maybe Ray had sent another message to Southwest.

      That was good to hear. We certainly didn’t have room in the ambulance for three patients. “I’m going to get some sleep.” Not that I was sure I could sleep, but rest probably wouldn’t be a bad idea. And I wasn’t going to do it in the office-clinic. It was getting awfully crowded in there. There were a bed and padded seats in the back of the ambulance. It would do – even if I ended up sharing with Ray.

      With one final look around the room, I grabbed the blankets and pillows we’d brought in and headed out into the rain. My shoes splashed through puddles as I hurried to the ambulance and opened up the rear door to climb inside. I had to yank it closed once I was inside. The bed was big enough to hold an orc, so two moderately-sized shifters wouldn’t be too much of a problem. Too bad there was no room for Grem. I smiled at that thought.

      I wasn’t ready for sleep yet. I settled on one of the benches lining the wall and let out a long breath. The night had been a lot more exciting than I’d really expected, and I needed some time to decompress.

      The door opened, but instead of Ray’s dark hair, Grem’s broad form came into view. He pulled himself inside and shut the door behind him, and immediately the small space seemed even smaller. He settled on the bench next to me, his hand settling on my back. “Bit cramped.”

      “Yeah. But it’s either that or in sleep in there.” I gestured to the door. There was just enough light coming from the various machines in the back to be able to make it out. “Ray and I talked about it. It’ll be squishy, but we’ll be both able to fit back here.”

      “Hm.” His fingers hooked around my waist and he tugged me up into his lap. “Not much room for an orc.”

      “That’s true. But you’re new. We’ve fucked before.” I settled back against the wall of his chest. His shirt was damp, but so was mine. Everything was damp.

      “So should I leave and let you sleep?” His fingers stroked back and forth over my hip, almost tickling me.

      “I’m too amped up to sleep.” Wrestling with the truck had given me plenty of adrenaline, and it hadn’t all drained away just yet.

      “Yeah? Bet I can do something about that.” His hand inched upward until his fingers trailed along the side of my breast.

      I reached up to rest my arm behind his neck, arching my back. “I bet you’re right.”

      He cupped my breast, his thumb stroking back and forth over my nipple. It had peaked from the cold rain, so it was no trouble for him to find even through my clothes. The sensation was muted by the fabric, but hints of pleasure still darted through me.

      It was nice to just sit in the dark with him, listening to the rain while he idly toyed with my nipple. But as time passed I had to wonder, “Where’s Ray?”

      Grem opened his mouth to answer, but the rear door opened. Ray looked in at us for a moment before pulling himself inside and shutting the door. “That looks cozy.” The bench made a soft creak as he settled beside Grem.

      “I’m comfortable.” I shifted against Grem like I was proving my point. I had to smile when my ass moved over his lap and I felt his cock stir. “I was just wondering where you were.”

      “Setting up beds for the other two in the office. They want to be in where it’s dry.” Ray’s hand settled on my thigh, warm through my pants.

      I sighed. “I’m going to trip over them when I go in there to check on the patients, aren’t I?”

      “Maybe. Here I thought cats were supposed to be all graceful.” Ray gave my leg a playful squeeze.

      “Oh, I’ll show you graceful.” My breath caught on a gasp when Grem gave my nipple a sudden pinch. “What’s that for?”

      “Distracting you,” came the smug response.

      I thought about it, then shrugged. “You know, I’m really okay with that.” I relaxed against him as much as I could while each tug and twist on my stiff peak sent another thrill of heat through me.

      It wasn’t enough. I sat up and turned around, straddling his waist with a knee on either side of his hips. The red of his eyes was lost to shadows, but I could make out a hint of the intensity on his face. I leaned down to delicately kiss him. I had to back off to get around his tusk, but I trailed my lips along his jaw until I got to his ear.

      The silver studs were cool against my tongue as I swirled it around his earlobe. A deep rumble vibrated up through his chest as I sucked it into my mouth. When I closed my teeth over the curve and gave a little tug, a low moan filled the back of the ambulance.

      He grabbed my ass, his large hands easily cupping each cheek. “Take off your shirt, Courtney.”

      I did as he suggested, letting my bra follow. It was a bit chilly to be half-naked like that, but I suspected I wouldn’t feel the cold for very long.

      Before I could lean into him, he encircled one of my breasts with his fingers, lifting it slightly away from my body. I felt the swipe of his tongue across the stiff point before he drew it into the heat of his mouth. My back arched, a soft sound slipping out as I gripped at his shoulders.

      Ray’s familiar touch settled over my other breast. He rolled and plucked my nipple until my head fell back, my hair brushing down along my spine.

      The contrast in sensations sparked through me. Desire grew between my legs as I arched into them, but they seemed content to nibble and tease until I couldn’t keep still.

      Grem’s cock grew thick under his pants. I shifted in enough that when I moved over him, I ground over his hard shaft and my clit bumped along his length.

      He hissed and pulled back. “Get your pants off,” he rumbled, his voice a low invitation.

      I scooted back until my feet were under me. There wasn’t enough room to stand up straight, but I got my pants off, and the panties underneath. I heard the rasp of the zipper of his own pants. A quick nudge of my foot pushed my clothes out of the way, but Grem grasped my hips before I could sink down onto his thighs.

      Before I could ask what was going on, the warmth of Ray’s finger slid up the inside of my leg. He dipped along my center, pressing one finger up just into my pussy before pulling back to trail up to my clit. “There’s not a lot of room in here,” he said conversationally, though there was a huskiness to his voice that wasn’t normally there.

      “Yeah. We were talking about that.” I shifted into his light touch. It wasn’t enough to get me off, but it still felt good.

      “I want to be behind you right now.” Ray’s low words sent heat twisting through me. “But that’s not going to work. So I figured after you show Grem a good time, maybe you’ll come over here and sit with me.”

      I let out a slow breath as another jolt of heat twisted though my belly. “Yeah, I think I can manage that.”

      “Can you?” Grem asked. He tugged, sending me sprawling against him. I caught myself on his shoulders, quickly straddling his hips. “Guess we’ll see after I’m through with you.”

      “Guess we will.” It was a clear challenge. I lifted up, waiting for him to line up the head of his cock with the slick entrance to my pussy.

      He was thick; I felt the promise of a good stretch even before I lowered myself over him. “Oh shit,” I whispered as I took him deep inside. It was definitely a good stretch – I felt full as I came to sit against his thighs. Maybe it was a good thing there wasn’t enough room for Ray behind me. “That’s good.”

      One of Grem’s hands settled over my breast, the other on my hip. His thumb brushed over my nipple, but he couldn’t keep up a steady pace when I started to slowly roll my hips. The slick glide of his velvet shaft felt amazing, stroking all the right places.

      I kept one hand braced on his shoulder for balance as I moved over him. I’d want more before too much longer, but this slow, deep pace was perfect. Especially when Ray’s hand slipped between us so his finger could settle over my clit.

      He circled in time to the languid movement of my hips. “How long can you keep this up, kitty-cat?” he murmured.

      “All night.” It was a bluff, and I was pretty sure we all knew it.

      “What if I do this?” Grem thrust up to meet me the next time I rolled into him, making me let out a soft noise as pleasure sparked through me.

      “You should do that.” My voice had gone all breathy.

      His fingers bit into my hip as his grip tightened. He took over the pace, fucking up into me hard and fast until I practically bounced on his lap.

      Ray’s deft touch kept pace. In no time the world closed in around me, my fingernails biting into Grem’s shoulders . My breath caught, and one final, devastating thrust had me turning to sink my teeth into the side of Grem’s neck to keep the noise down.

      He let out a low groan, and his pace only seemed to increase as I clenched around him.

      They worked together to bring me ecstasy one more time, and it was only another handful of thrusts after that before Grem went rigid and I felt the pulse of his release.

      I sat back on his thighs, trying to catch my breath. “Not a lot of room, but we made it work.”

      “Not sleeping, though,” Grem added wryly.

      “No, not sleeping.”

      Ray’s fingers curled around my waist. “You need to be over here.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. I let him guide me over until I sat with him, leaning back against his chest. “Oh, are we doing this now?”

      His fingers tickled along my sensitive inner thigh. “Unless you have something better to do.”

      I grinned as I reached down to grip his cock. I worked my hand over him a couple of times, reveling in the way his hips involuntarily bucked. “No, this’ll do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Von didn’t need to see the other two when we got back to Southeast, just me. I was shown to a much smaller office instead of the conference room, which was a lot less intimidating.

      I told Von what had happened. I was sure he’d already heard a version of it, since he’d known about the boat going up to take the injured people to Southwest, but he hadn’t heard my point of view.

      I leaned my elbow on the hard armrest of the padded chair and looked at him squarely. “I’m pretty sure they weren’t allowed to have mentin before. They didn’t ask for it, did they?”

      Von’s eyebrows came together as he shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. I’d have to check with Central to make sure.”

      “They didn’t have any, and we didn’t deliver any. I had to use what was in the ambulance.” We’d dropped the ambulance off in Central, and what we’d used would be replaced before it went out again. “I told Chuck if he could get medic training, or get someone with medic training, we’d get them some.” I sighed. “They’re stuck up there, Von. They’re hours away from any of the hospitals. They need something.”

      He tapped at the tablet sitting on top of his desk. “What about prefilled doses?”

      “Not without a medic, not for humans.” I sat back. “You have a dose for a hundred pound human, it’s not going to do anything for someone who’s twice that – or even someone at one-fifty. Then they dose again, and they’re in a coma.”

      His fingers rubbed against the pad of his thumb. “Alright. I’ll reach out to him maybe, see what we can do. I know he comes down from there during the winter.” He paused for a moment before his eyes snapped to my face. “Thanks for doing this, Courtney.”

      “No problem. It’s nice to get a change of scenery sometimes.”

      He grinned at that, his lips curving around his tusks. “I’ll keep that in mind.” He stood, which I took as my cue to get to my feet as well. “You need anything? I know you didn’t get much sleep last night. You want to grab a nap before you head out?”

      I was tired enough that I took a second to think about it. There hadn’t been much sleep the night before. Grem and Ray had kept me up for quite a while, and then I’d had to check on patients, and then I was damp again. I’d finally shifted and curled up on one of the padded benches, but we’d practically gotten up with the sun so we could help get the injured hustled out of there.

      “No, I don’t think so. Thanks, though. My bed’s calling to me, and it’s not that long of a drive from here.”

      “You change your mind, just let Pol know at the front desk.” He came around his desk to escort me to the door.

      I was a little surprised to see that not only was Ray sitting in the hall just outside, but Grem was with him. They both got up as I exited onto the diamond-patterned carpet, and fell in step with me as I headed for the lobby.

      “Courtney,” Ray said after a few steps. His tone was serious, prompting me to look at him. He didn’t look worried or anything, just serious. “Why haven’t we ever given it a go?”

      I glanced between he and Grem. Did he really want to have this conversation right now? I didn’t want to scare Grem away. I got an expectant look when I didn’t answer, and I sighed. “You’re a shitty partner, Ray. I mean, you’re great in bed, and you’re a good friend, but you go through partners like you’re getting paid by volume.”

      Grem gave a short bark of laugh from Ray’s other side.

      Ray’s lips pressed into a flat line. “What if…” He glanced down the hall. We weren’t exactly alone, and there were a good number of people moving around to be having such a private conversation. “Is there somewhere we can go to talk?” His we seemed to include Grem.

      “Von offered me a room for a nap.” I gestured into the lobby. “We just need to let the front desk know.”

      “Fuck that.” Grem shook his head. “I’ll take you up to my place.”

      I’d never been on an elevator before. I knew the hotel had them, but every previous visit had kept me on the ground floor. But Grem’s room was a couple levels up, apparently, so we got into the small metal box. My stomach swooped when it pulled to a stop on a higher floor. I wasn’t sure I liked the sensation, but no one else seemed too concerned about it.

      He led us down the hall to a heavy wooden door and admitted us into a small room. There wasn’t much to the room, but it was better than the tent I was currently sleeping in – and the ambulance – so I really had no room to talk. “There.” He unbuckled his holster and set it on a small, round table. “Ray’s a shitty partner?”

      “Well…” I crossed to the bed and sank down to sit on the end. It was more comfortable than I’d thought it would be. Maybe it would be nice to just lay there for a while… “We only sleep together when he’s between partners. We sleep together a lot.” I glanced between them. “Sorry if I’m putting a damper on any big plans here.” I felt bad, but I liked Grem. I couldn’t just let him dive in, only to make things awkward when we saw each other again.

      “What if we all tried?” Ray leaned his shoulder against the wall, looking back and forth between Grem and me. “The three of us.”

      “How is that going to be any different?” I asked quietly. “I love you to pieces, but I don’t want to screw up what we have. Not to mention making living together super awkward if and when it falls apart. I mean…” He looked hurt, and fresh guilt stabbed through me. “You’re great to start with, Ray. You really are. But then after a while, you stop communicating and then the whole thing falls apart. Every single time.”

      Grem snorted. “You think I’d let him stop communicating?”

      Okay, he had a good point there. If nothing else, Grem would probably wrestle Ray down and hold him there until he talked. And it wasn’t like he’d be that far away; we’d probably see him frequently. Maybe he could even ask Von to come out to East – Southeast was really overstaffed as it was.

      Was I actually considering it? I couldn’t be considering it, could I? “I don’t know. I’m too tired to think about this right now.”

      “But you will think about it?” Ray prodded.

      “Yes, I’ll think about it!” I let myself fall backward on the bed. Yeah, there was no way I was getting up. “This is a really nice bed.”

      “Then you should stay for a while,” Grem returned. I heard the rustle of fabric, followed by the mattress dipping as he climbed on. He pulled me up until I was snuggled up with him, my head on a pillow.

      Ray climbed in on my other side. It was really nice to be bracketed between them, secure in the warm press of their bodies.

      “This is really nice,” I mumbled, my eyes falling closed. Just for a few minutes. I could have a little nap and then we could go back. “We should do this more often.”

      “We will,” Ray promised. There was a warmth there, a tenderness, and I couldn’t help but smile. It just felt right.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      About the Author: Joelle Greene grew up in a small town on the west coast of Canada. She now lives in the American South with her family, two cats, and a large cup of coffee. Tired of love triangles, she asked why can't everyone be happy, and now writes about women trying to make their way in the world and the gorgeous men that surround them.

      

      
        
        Read more about the Divisions in the Sisters of Mercy trilogy

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Joelle Greene:

          

        

      

    

    
      The Lady of Death Series

      Glamoured

      

      You can keep up with Joelle's latest releases on Facebook

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Martyrs

          

          A Ruined Between the Sheets – TSU ~ After Dark Broken Seals Mini-Series

        

        
          TL Reeve and Michele Ryan

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Readers,

      Thank you for checking out our little side story about broken seals and the end of the world as we know it.
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        Low and do I see four angels and death was in the lead

      

      

      
        
        Six Months ago...

      

      

      He walked into the May Natural History Museum and sucked in a deep breath. Finally, the seven seals were close at hand for him. Now, he could prove his hypothesis, God didn’t exist. As it stood, some fraud of a Turkish researcher found the “scrolls,” sealed by the Apostle John, written through the guidance of God, foretelling the end of times as they knew them. His palms itched to touch the lies laid forth on scraps of paper. He yearned to hear the wax snap and listen to the drip of lamb's blood as it coated the scrolls.

      His dick hardened at the thought of flipping the world’s greatest religious leaders on their heads. To see the looks on the faces of those who flocked to their churches when their facade crumbled around them and the world awoke from its mind-controlled slumber.

      Parishioners were like chattel to priests and preachers alike. Their followers nodded and praised God, while the men—flesh and blood, not a deity, slapped their bibles and used their messages of hellfire and brimstone to leave the masses scared and tainted. They turned a blind eye to the wickedness that befalls the leaders of their churches. They, who faithfully give their tithes, then starved when they couldn’t make ends meet.

      Who needed a fifty-million-dollar jet? Obviously, the Evangelical preachers did. What, with their mega-million-dollar mansions and ten sports cars—praising God for giving them a good life. Leading their flock into believing the money they’ve sent in or handed over while sitting in those ridiculously large, verbose amphitheaters actually went toward their salvation...

      It made him sick.

      What God, in his/hers/its right mind, would allow children to suffer unimaginable pain? Would allow children to die day in and day out in school shootings? What God would allow mass genocide? Floods? Earthquakes? What God would allow diseases like Cancer and AIDS to run rampant, and allow it to rip families apart?

      There isn’t an answer.

      Because God didn’t exist, and he planned to prove it using the stupidity of man against themselves.

      He waited until the lights were turned out before he emerged from the bathroom. For three days he waited, scouting the area to be sure he knew when the change of shifts occurred and when the best possible time to take the scrolls would be. He stepped into the exhibit area and followed the signs to where the “ancient” text lay. All of the glass boxes had sensors. If he tripped one, he tripped them all.

      He’d been prepared though.

      Pulling the glass cutting tool out of his pack, he contemplated where the best entry point would be; low near the frame or high at the seam. Both places would work, one though might be closer to the sensor. He chose the middle of the glass to be on the safe side. He placed the cutter near the middle of the case then began the slow, torturous task of breaking the glass. He swallowed hard and swiped away the sweat sliding down his temple before removing the circular piece of glass.

      Success.

      Anxiousness became elation as he reached in and pulled each scroll from the display then shoved them into his satchel. Once he broke down his gear, he placed it in his bag and made his way out of the museum. This time, he didn’t care if he set off any alarms. He had what he wanted, and no one would find him.

      He’d be hiding in plain sight.

      Since he’d found an empty space to call his own, he didn’t worry about anyone finding him. No one came and went from the building. He suspected no one knew about it either. He ditched his equipment in a junkyard, leaving only his satchel and clothing. He didn't have any worries of being discovered. School hadn't started yet, so he'd been one of only a few students on campus. Besides, no one gave him the time of day.

      They would now.

      He locked the door behind him and placed his bag on his bed. In the cooler beside it sat a container of fresh lamb’s blood. There were four seals he meant to open that night—one more the day before school started. Each of the seals being broken would be his testament to there not being a God and societies stupidity.

      After throwing on his black cloak, he opened a footlocker near the foot of his bed. Inside, were red, white and black candles, a pentagram and several other religious tokens. None of which he took the time to study or learn about. They were all false anyway, what did it matter? He placed the first of the four scrolls into the box then began the ritual for unleashing the end of the world.
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        * * *

      

      Present Day...

      “Nova Blom,” Nova said, stepping into the classroom. The TA in front of her stared at her for a second before his fingers flew over the keys of his laptop. “Like a flower bloom. Only with one “o” instead of two.”

      She grinned, trying her best to make a great first impression. The first day of class, excitement coursed through her. I can’t believe it’s my first year of college! An excited thrill ran down her spine. Finally, she’d gotten away from her father. It might have taken an extra ten months to put together the money to run away, but she did it and it’d been worth it too.

      Her father didn’t like the idea of girls—women going to school—ever. When Nova’s mother passed away, he thought it best she learn how to become a housewife while also prepping for the end times. She shivered at the thought. Her father had a warped view of life and the whole end of the world thing. They were Pentecostals. Yes, they were the congregation that loved to introduce snakes to their sermons and tempt death by trusting they'd never get bit. Her father also believed he spoke in tongues the minute he stares into the eyes of a serpent. He'd been bitten a time or three. Four actually. No, six times. Heck, Nova couldn't keep track anymore.

      They were also part of the Evangelical faith doctrine. Her father believed in fire and brimstone. He believed if he could physically beat each chapter and verses into people, the world would be a better place. Nova, on the other hand, she trusted in science. Of course, she didn't say such things while at home. Her father disciplined her as the Bible dictated. Spare the rod, spoil the child. Which meant, going to school sometimes with belt marks on her bottom. Thankfully, the skirts she wore—never pants—covered it up.

      Although, there was one time her father didn’t do so well with the whole making sure his punishment wasn’t seen. On that occasion, she spent time with her aunt Ida and uncle Devin in California. She liked it there. Her uncle Devin was a researcher for Caltech and her aunt Ida taught at a local high school.

      If she had to say who got her involved in archeology and geology it was Devin. He and a few other scientists were trying to perfect the new early warning systems for earthquakes. So far, they'd been able to warn the public at least a few minutes before the first initial shockwaves begin. Hopefully, soon, they'd be able to give the public hours.

      “Ah, here you are.” The TA gave her a small smile. “You’re the only freshman in this class. We could transfer you to the evening session if you’d prefer.”

      She shook her head. “I have a class at night. This will be fine.”

      “Suit yourself,” he said. “If you haven’t done so already, please pick up a copy of Astronomy and Archeology: A guide to discovery, at the student store today.”

      “Already bought it.” She pulled the book from her bag. “Read the first three chapters. Interesting how both subjects can co-exist, don’t you agree?”

      His brows shot up while he visibly relaxed. “Sure. I think you’re going to enjoy the class.”

      “I think I will too,” she said, inching into the area behind him.

      She didn't know what to expect when her schedule said auditorium, but this... There had to be enough room for at least a hundred students if not more. The seating was amphitheater style and she stood at the halfway point. She could either take a seat in the middle, climb to the top or walk to the bottom. The downside to being front and center; having to climb back up to exit the room.

      Above the stage area of the classroom was a white six-panel semi-circle projection screen and along walls were small strategically placed speakers. The lighting for the room had been recessed as well, which dimmed automatically as natural light filled the classroom.

      From where Nova stood, she had a great view of the whiteboard on the wall and could also see the screen if need be. She filed down the aisle and took a seat in the middle then waited for class to start. She hated to admit it, but she’d been nervous the whole morning. She didn’t know anyone there nor had she yet to introduce herself to her roommate. When she decided to enroll at TSU—Turnskin University, she’d done so with the hopes of getting as far away as she could from her father. She didn’t care if there were shifters or others co-mingling with humans.

      The idea intrigued her.

      Her father, on the other hand, didn’t believe in the mixing of species. Humans stuck with humans and that was that—even though the Bible says no such thing. She figured; he’d have had a coronary if he’d dropped her off there for orientation—if he’d allowed her to come to begin with—which she knew he wouldn’t. As it was, he’d already picked someone out for Nova to marry.

      The guy was nice. She’d known him almost her whole life. But he was gay and, like her, wanted to run away. So, they made a pact. When she left for school, he’d follow and then go do his own thing. Drew deserved to be happy. He deserved to find someone in his life that would actually love him, not send him to conversion therapy camp every summer so he could “pray away the gay.”

      She shivered.

      The last time Drew went, she swore he came back broken. She cried for days, while she tried to come up with their plan to get them out of there. Even though she didn’t believe in forcing him to marry her, Nova told her father they’d do it on one condition. Drew and she could have one day out of town alone.

      For some reason, her father fell for it. Maybe it was because Drew’s father owned one of the largest security system companies in the country and her father designed bunkers for those doomsday preppers like him, and she assumed he thought he’d won the lottery. None of it mattered though. It gave them a way out of there when they both desperately needed it.

      They hid their things deep in the woods away from their properties a few days before they decided to leave. It would make it easier than trying to shove a suitcase into a vehicle in broad daylight or in front of their parents. When Drew picked her up in his ragtop ’66 Ford Bronco they drove away from the gated community they lived in and headed straight for where they left their stuff. The whole time they loaded the vehicle, Nova's heart pounded, and she kept a lookout for anyone who might find them. She didn't breathe a sigh of relief or relax until they were on the highway headed west.

      Nova didn’t look back.

      The two and a half days she spent with Drew on the road were amazing. She could feel the weight of the world slipping away from her shoulders with each tick of a mile put between her and home. Since both of them had pulled as much cash from their wedding account as they could without it seeming suspicious, they had to be careful how they spent it.

      The first night on the road, they slept under the stars, the second a small, cheap hotel room that allowed them to pay in cash. When Drew dropped her off in Colorado, he promised he'd call her once he arrived in California and he did. He said something about needing to see the ocean at least once and getting his feet wet before he settled into his new life.

      Wherever Drew ended up, she hoped he’d be happy.

      “This seat taken?” A guy, at least a foot taller than her, with long white-blond hair and pale-blue eyes, loomed over her. There'd been a gap between where his grungy shirt hung, and the hem of his tight, low-riding jeans clung to his hips. She licked her lips. Nothing about him gave off a wholesome vibe. On the inside of his left arm, he had a really interesting tattoo, a plague doctor holding a scythe. Nova took a moment to appreciate the artwork before lifting her gaze to meet his. The corner of his mouth stretched into a smug smirk or maybe cocky...like he'd caught her checking him out.

      “N-no,” she said. “Please sit.”

      He grunted then folded his large body into the seat. He glanced in her direction and held out his hand. “Paul.”

      She arched a brow. “I’m sorry?”

      Again, he smiled, but it didn’t reach his pale-blue eyes. “My name.” He pointed to himself. “Paul.”

      “Oh.” Heat filled her cheeks. “Nova.”

      “Well, Nova looks like we have a class together.” He turned slightly and faced the front of the class. “Don’t get too distracted by my good looks, ’kay.”

      She snorted then coughed. She'd tried to not to be too obvious checking him out, however, how could she not stare at him? Ugh. She wanted to curl into a ball and die. “Not an issue.”

      “So, you’re saying I’m not your type then?”

      Is this guy for real? “Wouldn’t know. I just met you.”

      “Good answer,” Paul said.

      She scrunched up her nose and opened her mouth to respond when a door she hadn’t seen when she walked in, opened and their teacher—er—professor stepped into the room. The soft murmurs of conversations that weaved through the auditorium quieted.

      Paul leaned close. The scent of patchouli oil and something a bit spicy wafted from him. Her mouth watered from the intoxicating smell. “We should hang out some time.” He inhaled and let out a soft breath. The small hairs at the back of her neck stood on end and goosebumps formed along her jaw and right below her ear.

      “We should?” She didn’t dare look away from the professor who donned a mic and clipped the pack to his pants.

      “Oh yeah,” he replied.

      “Maybe.” She cut her gaze toward him. The flirty tone of her voice surprised the crap out of her. She didn’t flirt. It was forbidden. If her father ever caught doing such with a boy, much less talking to a guy, she’d be punished.

      “Good afternoon class, welcome to Astronomy and Archeology. My name is, Professor Alexander,” the man in front of the class said. “I know you’re probably thinking, what do those two subjects have in common and why are they being taught together.”

      The lights went out and the giant screen lit up with over a billion stars. The Milky Way came into focus as the scene panned down to the desert below. “The answer is simple because mankind throughout millions of years of evolution has always looked to the heavens to explore, to discover, and to study.”

      Photographs and scenes played across the screen. Constellations drifted through the night sky as Earth turned on its axis. The deserts of Egypt were next. Hieroglyphics and obelisks flashed before her eyes and gave way to the pyramids and the Nile. When it changed again, archeologists stood at the base of the granite stone pyramids in Machu Picchu.

      It was a feast of wonder for her. A deep desire to know more built within her. The need to understand more, took root within her belly as she stared wide-eyed at the video the professor showed them. When it was over, it returned to the scene in Joshua Tree National Forest. A shooting star zipped across the night sky before fizzling out to nothing. The screen went blank and the lights came back on.

      “This semester, you will learn about the balance of life and how following the stars became civilizations calendar. You’ll also learn why their calendar also led to the demise of several ancient civilizations.”

      The TA who greeted her at the door along with several other people started up the stairs toward them. In each of their hands were stacks of papers. When each row had a person by it, they handed out the packets. The person closest to her handed over the stack, and she took one then handed the rest off to Paul who also grabbed a copy.

      “Inside the packet, you will find your first assignment. It's a group project. Since there are a little more than a hundred students in the class, I would like you to break into teams of two. Both of you will be graded on participation, research, and organization. I will also be grading you on style. How you arrive at your answers along with how you present your solutions and theories as well,” Professor Alexander said. “This assignment will be due in two weeks.”

      “Told you we should hang out,” Paul said.

      “Are you saying you’d like to be my partner?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” He turned to her, his knee brushed hers. “I think we could dominate this class together.”

      “I bet you say that to all the girls.”

      He laughed. “No—”

      A gasp from the back of the room snared their attention. A bolt of red lightning, nothing like she’d ever seen before, streaked across the rapidly darkening sky. Paul grumbled something, but she’d been too enthralled by the scene evolving outside to understand him. The wind lashed at the trees, bending them to-and-fro. Another streak of red spread across the sky like tiny electric fingers reaching out for a long-lost lover. In the distance, the clouds turned an eerie shade of green.

      Nova knew that color.

      She called it x-ray green.

      It was the color clouds turned when a tornado touched down in the area. A whimper escaped her lips. Without saying a word, Paul gathered her in his arms. She hated tornadoes. Her father, on the other hand, loved them. Called them God’s vacuum cleaners. Said they only showed up when wickedness was about. She never understood his sentiments about weather phenomenon. What kind of wickedness could cause God to kill a mother and her children because they couldn’t get out of their mobile home in time?

      Lightning flashed again and this time was accompanied by a trail of fire. A scream tore through the class as panic set in. Students pushed each other out of the way to get to safety.

      “We have to go,” Paul whispered against her ear. “Do you trust me to keep you safe?”

      She nodded. She didn’t know him from Adam, still, she realized she had a better chance of surviving with him than alone. “Yes.”

      “Grab your stuff,” he said.

      “Class, I need you to calm down and file out in an orderly fashion.” Professor Alexander continued to stare outside while the wind kicked up, throwing chairs and umbrellas across the lawn.

      “We’re not going with them,” Paul said, making his way down the middle set of stairs.

      “Where are we going?” she asked, wrapping my arms around his neck.

      “Under. Where Professor Alexander came from.”

      She’d been so caught up in the grandness of the room, she hadn’t noticed there’d been a whole area beneath the amphitheater until the man had stepped out from under there. Paul hurried down the stairs, skirting past those who panicked and couldn’t move. When he got to the bottom he opened the door, and they stepped into the darkened space, moments before the crash of glass windows startled her.

      “Take it this is your first tornado,” Paul said.

      “No,” she answered. “More surprised.”

      “Me too.”

      They huddled on the floor against the wall farthest from the door. His heart raced, matching Nova’s. His breath came in soft pants.

      “You didn’t have to carry me,” she whispered.

      “It was quicker.” He adjusted her so that she straddled his lap. “Here.” His fingers tangled in her hair and he pressed her face to his neck. “For protection.”

      Though the position was intimate, it also felt safe. Sheltered. She also didn’t miss the bulge in his pants, pressing against the V of her legs. She swallowed hard and was grateful he couldn’t see her face. By the heat alone, she swore she must have been cherry red.

      Nova don’t know how long they sat there, but soon Paul untangled himself from her and stood. He held his hand out to her and she took it. “We should see if the coast is clear now.”

      “I agree.” It’d been too quiet for her liking.

      When they walked out of the space, the destruction took her breath away. Shards of glass were embedded in the large display screens. Some of the seats had come loose from their moorings and were tilted sideways. Papers and bags left behind were strewn about. Outside, the damage was much worse. Trees were uprooted. Tables were overturned and broken. There were a few students sitting on the wet grass being tended to by campus security and nurses while others walked around a bit shell shocked. She didn't blame them. No one gets used to a tornado, not even her.

      “I should walk you back to your dorm,” Paul said. “Before another storm rolls through.”

      “Thank you,” she replied. “I’d appreciate that.”

      They walked together through the campus, the destruction becoming less and less noticeable. “So weird right?” Paul glanced down at her. “It only touched our area of the school.”

      “I've been through quite a few of these things, but I don't ever think I've ever seen fireballs in the sky. The ground's not even cut up where the tornado came through. I can't explain it.”

      Paul frowned. “Yeah, neither can I.”

      When they arrived at her dorm, he handed her a slip of paper. She opened it up and found a phone number there. Nova cocked a brow. “Are you a Boy Scout? Because you’re awfully prepared.”

      He laughed, scrubbing the back of his head. “If you need anything, call me.”

      “Thank you.” She gave him a small wave as she started up the stairs into her building. For it being her first day of school, she wondered what else could happen, then admonished herself for being so stupid. The tornado was bad enough, they didn’t anything else. Well, at least you made a new friend. Yeah, a hot, friend to boot, too.
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      Nova didn’t have class for the rest of the week. Newspapers and media called the storm a freak microburst, but no one could explain the red lightning or the fire streaking through the sky. Some whackos called it the beginning of the end times. She was sure her father would say the same. It fit his teachings, anyway. She didn’t know what to think. The storm had come on pretty hard and fast, maybe with all the confusion and hysterics, she thought she saw a ball of flame, but it was a power line or transformers.

      But those arch blue... Nova brushed the thought aside. If no one in the media or weather thought anything of it, she shouldn’t either. Leave it to the conspiracy theorist people to decide. They were better at fabricating stories than she was. She’d already been stuck down that hole for more of her life than she willingly wanted to be, she wouldn’t go back to it now.

      Nova stepped into her Biblical Studies class, yes, a bit ironic, even for her, but it went along with the archeology and astronomy class she’d taken and would help her achieve her goal in the long run. In order to learn from humanities past mistakes, society had to learn everything and not repeat them again. This class, she hoped, would show the pitfalls of humanity in trying to force people to conform to certain mandates.

      Unlike the amphitheater, this class was smaller. More intimate. Add to the fact it was at night, and she was grateful for the smaller class size. She sat near the front and retrieved her book and note pad from her bag. The professor stood with his back to her, writing on the whiteboard. He wore a suit, more specifically, a fitted suit. It hugged his body in some of the most obscene ways. She traced the way the fabric hugged his firm butt with her gaze then over his trim waist. The bulging muscles of his biceps tested the thread holding the sleeves of his white shirt together.

      She tucked her bottom lip between her teeth as she sat there, observing the man who paid her no mind. What the heck was wrong with her? Twice now she'd ogled men she had no business looking at, let alone devouring their bodies with her eyes. They were human beings like her and deserved more respect than some hormonal eye-banging.

      “Nova,” Paul announced, slipping into the seat beside her, causing her to jump. “Who’d have thought?”

      “Paul,” she replied, trying to regain her composure. “Surprised?”

      “Not in the least.” He grinned darting his gaze between her and the professor. “Have you met my friends Ryan and Michael?” He pointed to the two guys who sat beside him.

      Ryan nodded. Like the professor, he wore a button-down shirt and dress slacks. The top three buttons were open exposing his tanned skin and tattoos. Must have been a thing for them. He slicked his black hair back and the sides were shaved. He also had piercing green eyes. Almost too bright to be natural.

      “You have interesting friends,” she said, unable to look away from Ryan.

      “Comes with the territory,” Ryan stated.

      Michael gave her a droll stare. She couldn’t properly describe him besides the fact he seemed to like the color black. He’d been covered in it from head to toe, including the use of black eyeliner. He also wore a thick, black leather collar around his neck. She’d been sure it was all done for intimidation. All in all, it didn’t distract from his good looks. In fact, staring at all three of them, she wondered if perhaps she fell into some alternate-dimension.

      “Okay,” she said. “It’s good to meet both of you.”

      “Aren’t you a talkative one,” the teacher said facing them.

      She gapped at him. Her cheeks filled with heat. “I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t—”

      The professor grinned. “I’m teasing. You must be Nova Blom?”

      She nodded. “How did you know?”

      “Paul greeted you when he entered the classroom. I put two and two together from there.” He came around the front of his desk then leaned against it, crossing his massive arms over his chest.

      “Duh.” A weak chuckle passed her lips as she stared up into the professor’s eyes. They were black—obsidian with flecks of red. That’s impossible Nova. No one has red in their eyes.

      “I’m Professor King,” he stated. “Punctuality is appreciated.”

      She couldn't take her eyes off him. From the way his shirt molded his torso, to the easy way he slouched against the desk, as though he didn't have a care in the world, everything about the man exuded power, strength, and authority. Nova glanced up at his eyes once more, reassuring herself she hadn't seen the flecks of red there, that it'd been a trick of the lighting or worse, lingering effects from the storm.

      Professor King arched a brow and the corner of his mouth pulled upward. Had he heard her thoughts? Snap out of it, Nova. Now you’re being paranoid. Or worse, she was suffering from some kind of psychological breakdown. It wouldn’t surprise her after all she’d been through in her life. Finally breaking free from her father might come with consequences like this—paranoia and delusional thoughts.

      Instead of dwelling on her wayward imagination, she retrieved her Bible from her bag and opened the textbook for the class to chapter one. Since the storm, she’d made sure to get ahead in a few of her classes. She’d highlighted sections she had questions about while also leaving sticky tabs where she’d found interesting information.

      Paul leaned in and whistled. “Wow, you’re really a bookworm, aren’t you?”

      Heat filled her cheeks. “I guess.” She shrugged. “What else was I supposed to do while the campus was being cleaned up.”

      “Get laid,” Michael mumbled.

      She snorted. “Not my thing.” Yet, the longer Paul held her gaze, the more she wondered what it would be like to just, ‘get laid.’

      “Not your thing?” Ryan sat forward. “Are you a prude? Saving yourself for marriage?”

      Paul narrowed his eyes, cutting his gaze at Ryan. “Shut up.”

      Ryan rolled his eyes. “She young. Attractive in a plain way. She should be getting some kind of action.”

      The heat filling her cheeks intensified. Guilt was a fickle creature. She’d tried to have sex before, but it wasn’t out of pleasure or out of some kind of intense lust she couldn't ignore. She and Drew tried it. She'd repressed the memory so far deep into the recesses of her mind, she had no desire to even remember the awkward fumblings of two people who had no clue what they were doing.

      It’s been the second time Drew had returned from conversion camp and three days before they’d come up with their plan to escape. Drew knew if he didn’t “fix” himself, his father would likely kill him. The thing about the area where Nova and Drew grew up, no one in the ‘outside world,’ bothered with them. They were kind of like those Fundamentalists LDS groups in Utah and Arizona. They had their own set of law enforcement and schools and the only time they went out of the compound was when they went to the bank or grocery shopping. So, Drew’s father killing him because he’d been born gay, hadn’t been out of the normal for her father’s group.

      She swallowed hard as images from that afternoon rolled through her mind. Drew’s tear stained cheeks were seared into her memory. The way his breath hitched when he asked her to be his first. The way his lips pressed hers and it felt all wrong. There wasn’t a spark. No heat. It was like kissing her brother—if she had one. But, she didn’t stop either. Neither one of them could stand the idea Drew’s life might be snuffed out because of who he found attractive.

      Together, they took off their clothes and for the first time, she’d bared witness to the torture he’d endured. Burn marks, he explained later, were from electrodes they’d attached to his body while showing him two men kissing. The minute his heart rate increased, they’d zap him then show him a photo of a heterosexual couple embracing. There were also bruises and cuts that marred his tanned skin.

      He was also soft.

      Drew massaged himself while she undressed. His gaze stayed on her breasts, only lowering to the apex of her thighs when she’d been fully naked. The tears fell freely once more as he sobbed. He gagged, dry heaving as he stumbled away from her. His soft plea of, I can’t do this, would haunt her forever.

      Nova realized she wasn't to blame for his non-attraction to her. She'd been willing to help him in any way possible because she didn't want to see her friend killed. When they were redressed, she held him as they cried together. In those fleeting moments she’d promised herself she’d do anything to protect him and she had.

      “Hey, Nova?” Paul appeared in front of her. “You okay?” He ran his thumb over her cheek and frowned. “Do you want me to kick Ryan’s ass for you?”

      Dang it. She swiped away her tears and shook her head. “Sorry, got lost in a bad memory is all.”

      Professor King stared down at her with a mix of anger and sorrow etched into his gorgeous features. “I don’t like lies, Miss Blom. Please remember that for the rest of the semester.”

      She winced. “I understand.” Again, it was as if he had some preternatural way of reading her mind. Like, he’d seen her memories and knew why she’d been crying as she had. Stupid, you swore you’d never think about it again and here you are, blubbering like a fool.

      “Ryan,” Professor King stated. “Apologize to the lady.”

      “I’m sorry for offending you, Nova,” Ryan muttered.

      “Honest,” Nova whispered. “Nothing you said or anything any of you have done would upset me.”

      “Couldn’t prove it by me,” Michael grumbled.

      “That’s enough,” the professor said.

      “Anyway, would you like to hang with us some time?” Paul gave her a small reassuring grin. “Grab a drink or whatever?”

      She licked her bottom lip. “Well, I... Would you believe me if I said I’ve never gone out, with, you know, guys?”

      Paul exchanged some kind of look with Ryan, almost as if they could have a silent conversation. “Uh...”

      “My father was pretty strict. He didn’t let me do anything when I was living in his home.”

      “Ah, one of those,” Ryan groused. “Then you’re in for a treat if you come with us.”

      She glanced between all three guys and nibbled on her bottom lip. Go out for drinks? With them? Each of them intimidated the hell out of her. Altogether, they were daunting. “Sure.” The answer slipped off of her tongue. “Why not?” Did I really agree to this?

      Paul glanced down at her one more time and whatever he was about to say, had been interrupted by the remaining students entering the room. A guy about her height curled his lip as his gaze met hers. He sat three rows behind her and had an air of superiority about him.

      He grunted something under his breath as he tossed his bag beneath the desk and scraped his chair across the floor. Nova grimaced at the sound. The guy sure did know how to make an awful first impression.

      He wore a large hoodie with the hood up, cloaking his features in shadows. The pants he wore were also three sizes too big, or maybe they were the style, she didn't know. His presence in the room dropped the temperature at least ten degrees with his abrasive ways. Tension radiated from Professor King. His shoulders were tight. The muscle in his jaw twitched. He returned to his position behind his desk and began to write again on the whiteboard.

      She glanced at Paul then Ryan and Michael. All three of them were on edge. She'd seen looks like the one's creeping across each of the guys' faces. Usually, it meant something bad was about to happen. Or someone had done something they shouldn't have. She'd seen that look on her father's face before Drew was sent away the first time. She'd seen it again before one of the girls was whipped for having pre-marital sex with a random boy within their compound, not the boy she'd been promised to by her father.

      Who is this guy?

      “If we’re all here now,” Professor King said. “Let’s begin.”

      The class went by at a clipped pace. Whatever tension had been there when the guy in the hoodie showed up, slowly dissipated by the time Professor King dismissed them. Nova gathered her things then stood, waiting for the others to leave the class before she did.

      “You waited for us, didn’t you?” Paul came up beside her. “Admit it.”

      “Um,” she answered. “I had a question for you.”

      “Shoot,” he said. “I’ll answer it.”

      “What’s your deal with that guy?”

      “Which one?” Paul slung her backpack over his shoulder.

      “The guy wearing the hoodie. I swore it got icy in the room when he entered and then as quickly as it was there, it vanished.”

      Michael frowned. “He had a bad vibe.”

      “Yeah,” she replied. “I felt it.”

      Ryan’s attention snapped to me. “You could feel it?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. Like slime. It was constrictive. It made me anxious.” She rubbed her arm. At the moment, she couldn't admit how he affected her and them. The encounter was weird and like before it'd only happened when she'd been around her father and his counsel.

      “Interesting,” Paul said. “How about we walk you home.”

      “I’d like that.” They exited Williams Tower together and headed back toward her dorm. “Hey, speaking of weird things...” Since they were talking about their experiences, she’d also noticed little things about the school she couldn’t explain. “Do you feel like there are people or beings or something around you at all times when you’re in this area? Like... This is going to sound crazy—”

      “Spit it out,” Ryan muttered.

      “Like you’re being watched?” She glanced over her shoulder and lowered her voice. “I swear the shadows watch us.”

      Paul leaned in and chuckled. “That’s because they do.”

      “How much do you know about the other—paranormal population?” Michael came up beside her and handed her a length of chain he’d attached to the collar around his neck at some point.

      The cool steel grounded her. She rubbed her thumb across it and pushed back the questions swirling through her mind about him and instead focused on what he’d asked her. “Pretty much everything is real. Shifters, vampires, fae—good and bad. Why?”

      “What if we told you demons exist?” Paul hedged.

      “I’d believe you,” she said with a small shrug.

      “What you feel are shadow demons,” Ryan stated. “They’re only at school at night. They usually stick to the area outside Williams Tower since that’s where a majority of their classes are. If you were a paranormal being, you’d see them too.”

      She let out a breath of relief. “Now it makes sense. But, how did I know they were there without seeing them?”

      “Good question,” Paul said. “Maybe you’re sensitive. We could ask one of the professors if you’d like.”

      Did she want to know? Could it be why she liked everyone? Or why she decided to attend TSU because deep down she knew it was where she belonged? “I’d like that.”

      “There are a few who could help you,” Paul added. “Professor King or Professor Cortez are a few.”

      “Professor Cortez has a cousin here, she’s in the dorms with you, I think,” Michael said. “Her name is, Venus.”

      “Venus? That’s a cool name,” she said absently.

      “We like yours better,” Paul murmured.

      Heat filled her cheeks. “Thanks. I like all three of yours too.” Then chided herself for being so stupid.

      When they arrived at her dorm, she almost didn’t want to leave them. In the little bit of time she’d spent with Paul, Ryan, and Michael, she’d felt like she was building a connection between them. They were all nice, albeit a little strange and they liked her as well. They were nothing like the men and people in her father’s compound. They were a breath of fresh air.

      “Well, I guess I should go now.” Nova handed Michael his chain back then watched in fascination as he gave it to Ryan. “Thank you for walking me home.”

      “Not a problem.” Paul handed Nova her backpack. “Sleep well.”

      “Thanks, you too.” She started up the stairs to the doors. “See you tomorrow.” With a final wave, she entered her dorm and started for her room.

      What an interesting day.
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        * * *

      

      “Stupid class. Stupid professor. Doesn’t he know who I am?” He threw his bag onto his bed and chuckled. “Of course not. He believed in the Bible. Imbecile.”

      The girl though...

      He licked his lips. She had potential. She was the right amount of naive and smart. If anyone could see what he was trying to prove and appreciate it, it was her. He knew it. He stripped off his sweatshirt as he crossed the room to his closet and opened the door.

      There, four of the scrolls lay. Their seals were broken, their words covered by the blood of lambs. So far, nothing had happened. He'd meant to open all of them by now, however, a freak storm had rolled through, shutting down some of the shops near the college, including the damn butcher. It was okay though. He had all the time in the world and thankfully since he didn't have any classes until late, he'd already prepared for breaking the next seal. Inside the cooler, he kept in his closet, sat the fresh bag of sheep's blood.

      He glanced at the newspaper next to the alter he’d built and smirked. The museum reported the theft. There were no prints or footage of the person who took the scrolls. The police and the museum staff were sure it was an inside job. Who else could have been inside the small museum after hours? He laughed. Fools.

      Their monetary value of the scrolls couldn't be calculated. They were thousands of years old, and because of their historical value, ensuring they had been improbable. How did an insurance company write a policy for something that couldn't be replaced? He laughed. They couldn't. He'd meant to cut the article out of newspaper and frame it. His first grand larceny. When he was done, he'd go public. He'd show everyone the scrolls. He'd show them.

      Since the first four scrolls were the four horsemen of the apocalypse, the fifth was for the martyrs. Though it didn't make any sense to him, he'd break it. Those who waited for judgment and those who were judged, blah, blah, blah... If the dead began to rise, well, there were shifters and vampires in the world, why would the raising of the dead be weird?

      He laughed.

      Yeah, sure, the dead rising. He shook his head as he grabbed his stuff to take a shower. The deeper he got into Revelations, the more convinced he became the bible was full of shit and the men who wrote it had no shame. It was like one giant supernatural journey from beginning to end.

      He glanced back at the altar and snickered. Four down, three more to go. Before the week was over with, he’d have proved his point. It will be glorious. It will be amazing. Humanity won’t know what hit them.
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      Paul sent Nova a text during her art history class reminding her of their date. She grinned. How could she forget? In the short time, she'd known him, she'd come to like Paul, even if his friends were a little eccentric. And hot, don’t forget. No, hot didn’t even cover it. Seeing all three of them together was like looking at a group of models straight off a GQ cover.

      Yesterday, Michael braided his hair. The long dark locks hung down his back, drawing her attention to his rear. Unlike in their biblical class a few days ago, his jeans were tighter, giving her a glimpse of his butt. Not only had he been the shortest of the three, but he was also compact and stout. Nova nibbled on the corner of her lip. Just thinking about him made her all hot and bothered.

      Ryan... As much as she enjoyed looking at him, something about him made her shiver in dread. Like a piece of her soul withered away every time he appeared. Crazy as it might sound, she wondered if perhaps the guys were something other than human. She was, after all, attending a college filled different types of shifters, demons, and vampires and others.

      So, it begged the question, why didn’t she ask them? What would it hurt to be forthright and ask? She sensed it of course, just like she sensed the shadow demons near Williams Tower the night of their Biblical Study’s class. Maybe if she knew the truth, she wouldn’t feel like she was coming out of her skin around them or even squelch the sense of impending doom whenever Ryan was around.

      Nova exited the class once the professor excused them. She had a paper to write for her English and one more for Philosophy. Thankfully, neither were due until next week when they met again for class. As she stepped out the door, two of her fellow classmates, stopped her. She liked them okay. They were a bit odd, for her taste. One was always smiling and laughing. The other had a weird sense of style and acted like she’d been trying to hide. From what or who, Nova didn’t pry. Wasn’t like they were best friends or anything. She thought their names were Joy and Shelly, but again, she couldn’t remember.

      The girl with red hair and big glasses stepped forward when her friend nudged her. She cleared her throat then pushed the too big of glass perched precariously on her nose, back into place. “Nova, Joy and I wanted to know if you’d like to grab an early dinner with us?”

      “Uh... Well...” Nova hitched her bag up onto her shoulder. “I kind of have plans later.”

      “Oh,” the girl said.

      “Where are you going?” Nova hedged.

      “University Burger,” Joy answered. “We kind of head there every Thursday night. Kind of a blow off steam type deal. You should join Shelly and me.”

      Shelly gave her a shy grin. “We’re trying to pick up guys.”

      “More specifically, she’s trying to catch one.” Joy hitched her thumb at Shelly.

      “Who’s the lucky guy?” Nova arched a brow. “Someone, I know?”

      Shelly started to walk away, leaving Nova and Joy to catch up to her. “He’s no one, really. Probably doesn’t know I exist.”

      Not surprising. Nova held her comments in check. If the girl wanted the guy or girl, she’d have to put herself out there and stop hiding. “Well, we should change that. I’ll help.”

      Shelly stared at her. “You mean it?”

      Nova grinned. “Sure. I’ll join you. I’m supposed to meet my friends later and University Burger just happens to be the place.”

      “Perfect.” Joy tugged Nova forward, positioning her between the two girls. “Let’s go before there’s a crowd.”

      Shelly pushed open the door of their building and stepped out into the late afternoon sun. “So, how do you like it here at TSU?” The quickest way to the burger joint was the through the quad. University Burger was on the other side of the campus—a quick walk from the main buildings.

      “It’s nice,” Nova replied. “Nothing like home.”

      “Where’s home?” Joy glanced over at her.

      “Uh...” It wasn’t that she thought either of the girls she stood between would tell her father where she went, she didn’t feel comfortable telling anyone. “East coast.”

      “She doesn’t want to tell us,” Shelly whispered.

      “I don’t blame her,” Joy muttered. “People like to gossip around here.”

      Nova cleared her throat. She was standing right there. “Family drama.”

      “Same,” Shelly said. “Say no more, I understand.”

      It didn’t take long before they were standing in front of the industrial looking building with curved wrought-iron awnings. The sign for University Burger had been done in giant neon tubing that blinked a different color every forty-five or so seconds. From where Nova stood, she could see the bar inside along with three monitors anchored above the shelves of alcohol. Students and adults sat at the polished teak counter while watching different types of sports. One had college football. Another had baseball and one more had soccer. An interesting combo for sure.

      “Come on, the dinner crowd will be trampling us any minute,” Joy teased.

      The raucous noise pushed Nova back a step. Since she’d been away from her father’s compound, she experienced more than she ever thought she would. This was another one of those times. Joy led them through a winding maze of people until she stopped in front of a table marked reserved. She motioned for both Nova and Shelly to sit before taking her seat as well.

      “One of the perks of being friends with the Alpha,” Shelly said. “We get our own table and” —she pointed to the waitress approaching— “our own wait staff.”

      “Hey guys,” the girl said, pulling her pad from her red and black apron. “Long time no see.”

      “Emory, this is our new friend Nova,” Joy said. “We have Philosophy together.”

      The girl gave Nova a megawatt smile. “Welcome to TSU.”

      “Thanks. I really like it here. It feels like—”

      “Home,” Shelly said.

      “Yeah. Weird right?” Nova wrinkled her nose.

      “Not even in the slightest,” Emory said. “These mountains have something potent in them. It brings people together.”

      Nova found herself nodding with Emory’s statement. “It does. Weather is kind of unusual, right?”

      The girls frowned. “Nothing. I mean nothing like that has ever happened before. We’re all still a little perplexed.”

      “Happens where I'm from, but I agree...” She paused staring at the women surrounding her. “Hey, if I tell you something, do you think you can keep it to yourself?”

      “Sure,” Joy said. “Mums the word on anything we share.”

      Nova swallowed hard. “I thought I saw fire in the sky, you know, during the storm.”

      “You too?” Emory sat down beside them. “I thought I was the only one.”

      Nova shook her head. “I have seen some freaky things during storms, this...it shook me.”

      “We missed it,” Shelly said.

      “Trust me,” Nova stated. “You didn't want to see it.”

      Emory nodded. “So, what can I get all of you?”

      After they put in their order, Nova took a minute to explore her surroundings. The diner had a retro-fifties look but also this modern masculine edge. It shouldn't have gone together, but somehow it did. The functionality of two distinct portions flowed together seamlessly. The monitors in their area played different music videos or old movies. It was cheesy but fun.

      “So, who are these friends you're meeting?” Joy hedged.

      “Uh...well, Paul, that's one of their names, he saved my life during the storm. He's really nice in a bad boy kind of a way. Then there is Michael, he's—”

      “Wait, it’s two guys?” Joy's eyes widened. “That's hot. Isn't it, Shelly?”

      The girl gave a curt nod.

      “He's... Different. They’re different. Michael wears all black and has this leather collar that has a chain attached to it. The other day, he put the chain in my hand and this sense of peace came over him.”

      Joy propped her chin on the palm of her hand. “Whoa...”

      “He excruciatingly good looking too. He has long black hair.” Nova sighed. “I want to run my fingers through it because it looks so soft.”

      “Any more?” Joy prodded.

      She nodded. “Ryan. Of all three, he's the preppy one. He wears three-piece suits. His hair is always slicked back and oh! They all have tattoos. From what I could see, their necks and arms are covered. I don't know about their chests and backs though.”

      “Bad boys,” Shelly whispered.

      “Yes. I have a sneaky suspicion they're very bad.” Nova giggled. “Anyway, they've been in a couple of my classes. Hey... Do you know a professor by the last name of King, by chance?”

      Joy and Shelly shook their heads. “Why?”

      “He reminds me of Ryan only, bigger. More powerful.”

      “Must be other,” Joy said. “Most of the staff here with the exception of a few faculty are shifters or other.”

      “Makes sense,” Nova replied.

      They tucked into their dinners when Emory brought them out to their table. She'd also noticed other things going on. She hadn't wanted to voice them because it'd been too weird. After telling Paul about the shadow demons, she also saw ghosts. She realized if there were other paranormal beings in society, it would make sense if ghosts were a real thing too, but these were different. They had a green undead tinge to them. Unlike the shadow demons, they were haloed in this charged air. It didn't make sense to Nova and if she couldn't explain it properly, she also didn't want to sound like a raving lunatic either. Nevertheless, she couldn't shake the idea of something being very wrong. Like with the fire arcing across the sky, these ghosts weren't natural.

      “You're quiet while you eat,” Joy said. “Why?”

      “Thinking,” Nova said, popping a fry in her mouth. “Can I ask you a question?”

      “You just did,” Shelly muttered.

      Nova laughed. “So I did.”

      “What's on your mind.” Joy took a sip of her cherry cola.

      “Are ghosts’ part of the paranormal/other realm?” Nova couldn't believe she blurted the question out quite as she had, but it was out there now. No taking it back.

      “Yes,” Joy said. “They're not very common though. Why?”

      “What do they look like?”

      “They shimmer,” Shelly answered. “They look like you or me, only they have this silvery dust surrounding them. You wouldn't know they were dead until the sun hit them directly. Most though from what I understand, come out at night. Why?”

      She frowned. “It’s probably nothing. I feel silly bringing it up, honestly. I-it's all different than where I'm from. There aren't a lot of shifters or others or whatever. So, being in a concentrated area, I feel like I am getting a crash course in all things paranormal.”

      Joy gave a soft laugh. “It can be overwhelming. Should we tell you what Shelly and I are?”

      She suspected the girls were different. “Sure. You've got me all kind of curious.”

      “I'll go first,” Joy said. “I am a water sprite.”

      Nova blinked. “Wait, I don't think I heard you.”

      She laughed. “You did. I am a water sprite.”

      “So, you're like a fae being, right?”

      Joy tipped her hand back and forth. “Kind of. My family is in the same realm as all elementals and fae. We're faeries. Our cousins are brownies and pixies.”

      “Your turn Shelly,” Joy said. “She's very uncomfortable with telling people.”

      “I won't tell anyone,” Nova said. “I promise.”

      Shelly blew out a breath while pulling off the giant glasses she'd been so fond of. Instantly her looks transformed. Sure, her clothes were still a bit tight and out of place, but her face glowed. Her eyes took on this luminescence. Flecks of grey and blue bounced together creating a kaleidoscope of colors within their depths. “I'm a unicorn.”

      “No, shit,” Nova said, a little breathier than she intended. “You exist, wow.”

      “She's the last of her kind,” Joy said, sadness filled her tone.

      “Oh...” Nova placed her hand over Shelly's. “I'm so sorry. Here I am gushing over meeting you and you're alone.” Her heart clenched.

      “She's not though,” Joy interjected. “She has us. Shelly will never be alone.”

      It wasn't the same. Nova, for all the crap her father pulled, could go home and maybe get her father to understand why she did what she did. She'd have a family—blood there. Shelly didn't have blood anymore. She was the last of her kind and if she died, unicorns would go extinct. “You're right.” She gave a tight smile. “You do, Shelly.”

      The girl nodded before putting those gaudy glasses back on. “I am. Our Co-Ed Greek house has accepted me, and I feel like I finally have a family. It's nice.”

      “Wait, there's a Co-Ed Greek House here?” She'd heard rumblings of such a thing but had yet to meet anyone who'd been in it or was still there.

      Joy grinned. “Yeah. We're members. Bell Dryer, Hayden Raferty and Victor Lorenz started it a couple of years ago. Bell's father helped rebuild the house last year. If you ever want a tour you should def come by. I know Bell would love to meet you.”

      “Thanks,” Nova said. “I just might.”

      Soft mutterings drew her attention from the two girls sitting with her, to the door adjacent from where they were located. She caught a glimpse of white-blond hair then the flick of black leather. Her heart hammered. Her fingers itched. In an instant, she went on alert and it was all because of the guys. When Paul's gaze landed on Nova's, her heart lodged in her throat. She couldn't look away from him. The corner of his mouth kicked up as he drew near the table.

      “Well, hello,” he said, stopping in front of the table. Ryan and Michael along with three other men she didn't know joined them moments later.

      “Joy, Shelly,” Nova murmured, licking her lips. “This is Paul, Ryan, and Michael.”

      “Sorry, star, I forgot to tell you there would be a couple of friends joining us tonight. This is Matthew, Adam, and Chris.”

      Nova gave them a finger wave. “Nice to meet you.” She peered over at Joy who openly ogled the guys. “How much do I owe you for dinner?”

      Joy waved her off. “Our treat. I'm glad we could get to know each other. Have fun.”

      “Thanks.” Nova stood and exited the booth. “You know, I think I might check out your house tomorrow if you're available.”

      A brilliant smile spread across Joy's face. “Deal. I'll—we’ll see you tomorrow. We can't wait.”

      With a final wave, she followed Paul to a darker corner of the establishment. He didn't appear bothered by her eating with friends. A zap of electricity flowed through her when he grasped her hand. Warmth chased away the nervous energy flowing through her. A million questions rolled through her mind, including if she should read into him holding her hand or not. Mostly she'd been curious about the other men with Paul. She hadn't seen them around campus.

      When they sat, Paul motioned for one of the servers to join them. He gave his order then glanced at Nova. She waved him off. As it was, she still had her shake from dinner, plus she was full. When they were alone, she glanced around the table. The three guys who joined them were equally unique, but also carried the same air of authority as Paul and Ryan. It intrigued her.

      “So,” she said, breaking the ice. “How did you all meet?”

      The guy in the center with the short brown mohawk, Matthew she thought she heard Ryan call him, leaned forward, turning the toothpick in his mouth with his tongue. “We're all old friends.” His gravelly voice skirted down her spine and settled low within her belly. “When Paul said he was here,” he shrugged. “We joined him.”

      “Wow, you have great friends,” she said to Paul.

      Each of the new men watched her to the point of it being unnerving, however, she did the same to them. A knot of giddy curiosity swirled to life in the center of her body. She couldn't explain it other than it had been like her mind was awakening and she'd seen the world—the real world for the first time.

      “They are the best friends a guy could have. They're always with me.”

      Matthew, she thought his name was, snorted. His mercury colored eyes swirled with intention and arousal. Her breath hitched and he cocked a brow at her. “He can't get away from us.” He ensnared her with his gaze. “Tell me, little bird, what is it about our boy Paul that draws you to him?”

      “I-I don't know,” she muttered. No matter how hard she tried to break the connection building between her and Matthew, she couldn't. “He saved my life.”

      “It was mutual,” Paul uttered. “We saved each other.”

      “Ah,” Adam said. “The storm. Freak thing. Kind of kept us away longer than we intended.”

      “We would have been here the first day of school,” Chris clarified. “Paul told us he'd be attending college here and we were curious.”

      Michael placed his chain in her hand and she instantly felt better. He gave a small smile. Had he realized how out of her element she really was? Each of the men, besides Michael, loomed over her, even though they'd been sitting. Their imposing features and intimidating tattoos stood out in relief against the rolled up sleeves of their black button-down shirts. Like Michael, Chris and Adam had long hair as well, only Chris's was the color of golden wheat and Adam's had been auburn with hints of blond.

      “Curious?” She glanced at Chris.

      “Why he would want to attend a college with shifters and humans.”

      “They don't get out a lot.” Paul chuckled. “They've been homeschooled.”

      “Say no more,” Nova stated. “I understand. So was I.”

      “Were you?” Adam asked.

      “Yeah. Part and parcel where I'm from,” she replied.

      “You never did tell us where you're from,” Paul stated. “Care to share now?”

      No. Not really. Tell anyone where she'd come from could cause her father's men to come after her. Paranoid, sure, but her father wasn't someone to trifle with. “East Coast.” She kept it simple. The less the guys knew about her, the better off she was—they all were.

      “Can you be a little more specific,” Matthew muttered. “Not like the whole east coast is filled with states and cities.”

      “She's uncomfortable,” Michael said. “There are reasons she's not telling us.”

      She jerked, surprised by the gentle edge of his usually smoky voice. “Thanks. It's a lot to unpack and I don't want to burden you with it.” Or put you on my father's shit list.

      “Well, we're here if you ever want to tell us,” Paul gripped her hand.

      “Thank you.” She glanced up and tilted her head to the side. “Mister-er Professor King?”

      The six men surrounding her glanced up.

      “Ah, students.” Professor King winked at her. “You're not doing anything I wouldn't do, are you?”

      “Uh?”

      He laughed. “The list is small—getting smaller every day. You’re young, enjoy it.” He pierced her with his bold, cobalt blue gaze. “Life is for living, Miss Blom.”

      She couldn't breathe. Her mouth went dry. Her hands trembled. Her sex ached and the proof of her arousal dampened her panties. “Right.”

      “We thought we'd enjoy an evening with Nova,” Paul announced, drawing Professor King's attention from her.

      “Yes, all work and no play, such as they say...” Professor King frowned. “It's good to see all of you together.” He gave Nova a lascivious look. “Remember, Miss Blom, seize life by the balls.”

      “I-I will,” she said, swallowing around the lump of lust forming in her throat. What was it about the man that she couldn't take her eyes off of him? Since seeing him in her Biblical Studies class she'd been infatuated with him. Now, with him standing in front of her, he made her ache for something forbidden. Something decadently obscene.

      “Join us,” Matthew grunted. “Or can the Prof, not drink with students?”

      “Oh, I don't want to intrude.”

      Nova wanted him to. “Please?”

      “Well...” He gave her a devilish grin. “I suppose one beer won't hurt.”

      They made room at the table and somehow, Professor King ended up at the head of it like he'd been meant to sit there. Strange. When she finished her shake, a beer appeared in front of her. She'd never had alcohol before, but she threw caution to the wind. With Professor King there, no one would harm her, not that she thought the guys would or anything.

      “Are you having fun?” Michael whispered, leaning into her.

      “I am,” she murmured. “I like your friends.”

      “They like you too.” His lips brushed across her cheek.

      “Thanks.” She gave a small tug of his leash.

      Michael growled, curling his lip. The sensual sound shot through her and she gasped. “Careful, beautiful. A man can only hold himself in check for so long when a beauty holds his leash.”

      She stared at him for a moment before a whimper, she didn't know if it was terror or arousal slipped past her lips. Holy crap, what have I gotten myself into?
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      It has begun.

      Their timing had been skewed. Or at least he believed it had been. Lucifer or Samael as he'd written on his class syllabus gazed out over the campus. Nova needed to be awakened. Needed to have her memories untangled and her vision restored. Seeing her last night at University Burger had only spurred the need to have every pawn on the board.

      She surprised him though. Her laugh was infectious. The light surrounding her brighter than that of a million stars. Any paranormal being who crossed paths with her would be drawn to her. She was the flame to their moths. And, she'd drawn him to her as well it would seem.

      He didn't understand the attraction to the mortal. He used his direct knowledge to bring some understanding and clarity, yet he'd gone back to his sparse campus apartment and masturbated to the image of her spread out across his bed. The imagined sounds she’d make when he impaled her on his cock and rode her through her climax.

      Lucifer shuddered.

      It'd been a while since he took a human lover. Though he'd been sterile, a sadistic joke his Father played on him, he'd spent many a night bringing men and women to the pinnacle of their narrow lives allowing them to briefly touch and understand what it meant to become close to God and his heathens. The burst of their pleasure enflamed his own, creating a cataclysm of pheromones and lust.

      It was good to be the devil.

      Lucifer turned away from the window overlooking the campus. He'd been a part of the staff for TSU nearly three years now. He'd grown tired of his responsibilities. Grown more contemptuous of his angel brethren. Being on the earthly plane gave him an ability to spread is wings, literally and metaphorically. Of course, if his Father knew about his romp in the human realm, didn't seem too upset about it. Michael hadn't struck him dead yet. Nor had Gabriel.

      They might if you don't stop what's happening.

      Which brought him back to why he'd been in his office on a Friday morning, especially since he didn't have any classes. Someone was breaking the seals. The freak storm, the undead rising. The Four Horsemen of the apocalypse. Even if he wanted to send Pestilence, War, Death, and Famine back to the depths of hell or heaven in their case, he couldn't. So, like Nova, he'd use them as his pawns.

      He snorted at the thought. No, that wouldn't work. They were more powerful. Cunning. Resourceful. The horsemen were created to bring the wrath of God down upon the people of the world. Inch by inch, day by day they would destroy the very land people depended on to survive. Which begged the question, why hadn't they begun? Their seals were broken. They were off the preverbal chain.

      A quick knock came at his office door before it opened. Pestilence stuck his head inside first then pushed his way inside followed by Famine, War, and Death. The boys who stood before Lucifer were vessels for the real horsemen. Boys no more than twenty-three, wielding the power of angels eons old. Whoever they'd been would never return. Once they entered the body, the human residing within the meatbag, died. They were a sacrifice for the greater good and would be fast-tracked to the great beyond aka heaven.

      “Right on time gentlemen,” Lucifer said. “I'm glad you could join me.”

      Ryan—Death slouched in his chair while Paul—Pestilence gave Lucifer a skeptical glance. Matthew—War and Michael—Famine watched him with blank expressions, making it hard for Lucifer to know what they were thinking.

      “Another seal was broken,” Paul said, taking the up the role of de facto leader.

      “Yes, I am aware.”

      “The dead are rising,” he continued. “They're concentrated around the college campus. It needs to be contained before the administration begins to question their existence.”

      “I agree,” Lucifer said.

      “I found two bodies,” Matthew interjected. “They were laid out in presentation. Almost as though they were being offered up.”

      “Fresh kill?”

      Matthew nodded. “Yes. Whoever broke the seal brought another entity with it. I hate to ask such a rhetorical question, but who'd do it?”

      Lucifer scrubbed his chin. “Who indeed. I believe we'll have to investigate. Quietly, of course.”

      “What should we do with Nova?” Paul asked.

      “She is one of us,” Lucifer stated. “She is the light. The second coming, in a way—or should I call her the beginning?”

      Ryan sat up straighter while Michael glanced between Matthew and Paul. “I don't think we heard you right.” Ryan leaned forward. “How could a tiny human-like Nova be the light?”

      “She is the savior. Ironically, and for all intents and purposes, she is the first woman.”

      Paul laughed. “Good one. You had us going there for a minute.”

      Lucifer shrugged. “Can you explain why you were so drawn to her before knowing who she was?”

      Paul sat there for a moment then frowned. “No.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Does she know?” Matthew hedged. “Who she is?”

      Lucifer shook his head. “No, I don't believe she does. There is a block holding back her memories.”

      “Then it stands to reason we shouldn't disturb her. If she believes we're six guys who want to be her friend, then let her continue to think such. There's no harm in that, is there?” Ryan said, adjusting the crease in his pants.

      “When the final seal breaks she'll awaken and raze the earth, leaving destruction and death in her wake. She returns those souls who were good and just to the heavens and leave the rest to a barren wasteland. That is the prophecy. We all know this.” Lucifer ran his fingers through his hair. When he got his hands on the little asshole who'd broken the seals and begun the end of times, he'd judge him accordingly and send him to hell. A gleeful tickle filled his body. Torturing that soul for eternity would be a hedonistic good time.

      “So,” Michael muttered. “What should we do?”

      “We awaken her. If we do so now, we can explain what is happening and hopefully prevent the end of the world,” Lucifer replied.

      “Or wait and see what happens,” Matthew stated. “Look, it's not like we don't see what's happening. It's why we haven't begun to reign chaos. We saw this as it was.”

      “I got sidetracked,” Paul grumbled. “I could be out spreading pestilence and sowing malcontent.”

      Lucifer chuckled. “You could old friend. You could.”

      “Why do you care though?” Ryan prodded. “You could go home and wait for the influx of souls to torture and maim for eternity.”

      He rolled his shoulders. “I've become quite fond of this place—Earth. Humans are...delicious. They're not bound to the conscripts of God or any other entity. They have free will, brethren. They use it too. They're interesting. Mildly disgusting and wholly ironic while also being hypocritical too.”

      “There are believers too,” Matthew remarked.

      “They believe what they are told. They're practically lemmings. Some have no ability to think for themselves. Their leaders bastardize the word of God then sit back and collect the millions of dollars in tithing. They're not working for God or teaching His word. They're working for themselves.”

      “If I didn't know any better, I'd swear you were trying to protect your Father's name,” Paul quipped.

      “My name is used as much as His,” Lucifer snarled. “They call me the outcast. Blame the evils of the earth on me. Why? God cast me out of heaven because I'd been too prideful. If prideful means teaching people there is another way, then I am too prideful. But, I am not evil. I don't go around fucking with other people's lives. They have choices to make. When they chose the wrong path, I am there to judge and sentence them with the appropriate punishment. I am not the monster humanity has made me out to be!”

      Paul held up his hands. “I am not your enemy here, Lucifer.”

      “You're not,” he agreed. “However, humanity is bound to what they believe. Truth or lie.”

      “If we wake her and she sees you, what if she sends you home?” Michael inquired.

      “Then she sends me back.” Again, he shrugged. It was the price he'd pay to stop the rapture. “You'll have your duties as well. You won't be able to go against the prophecy then.”

      Matthew frowned. “This is a no-win shituation.”

      Lucifer chuckled. “We'll have to play it by ear. We have time.”

      “There are only seven seals, Lucifer,” Paul snapped. “We are running out of it.”

      They were, but for now, until they could figure out what to do with Nova and find the person responsible there was nothing, he could do about it. Worrying would only make him a right bastard to be around. If he wasn't careful, he could cast judgment on a student and end their lives, something he didn't want to have happen.

      “You're right,” he admitted. “For now, though, we must act as if nothing is wrong.”
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      Nova entered her Biblical Studies class and took her seat between Paul, Ryan, and Michael. After her evening with all of Paul's friends and Mr. King, the next day, she'd taken up Joy's invitation to see the co-ed house. She loved it. There were several different types of shifters and humans who lived there, and they were all so nice. Nova didn't want to commit to pledging. She didn't know if her father might find her and if he did, she didn't want any of the nice people she knew to be hurt.

      It made her next decision difficult to make. She had to cut ties with Paul and the guys. She couldn't knowingly put them in harm’s way. They were too kind and too special to her to see them harmed. Her heart ached. She'd just made a group of new friends and though she were fine for the time being, things always had a way of changing. She couldn't be responsible for that. She wouldn't be able to take the guilt or grief of it.

      Better to cut ties now than later when you're too invested.

      Yes, it was, and she would after class.

      The door opened behind her and she peered over her shoulder. The boy, Isaiah she thought his name was, took a seat where he'd sat the last time. Today though, he didn't wear a hoodie. His blond hair fell over his forehead, partially blocking his face. His eyes were dark and hardened. Everything about him radiated menacing energy. He didn't fit in with them. If she had to guess, he'd never try to either. Like last time, she got a horrible vibe off of him. She might not know him or what he'd been through in his life, however just by the energy he put off, she never wanted to either.

      Professor King entered the room, closing the door behind him. He carried an air of unflappable authority. It was absolute in every way and she found herself in awe of him. The strength in his demeanor turned her on. Sitting across from him in the burger joint gave her a new found respect for him while also making her blood boil with lust.

      Nova bit the corner of her lip as he opened the book on his podium and began writing on the whiteboard behind him. With his back to her, she could check out his body. Stop it, he's way older than you, she chided herself. Age was a number though, so it didn't matter to her. She could always fantasy about Professor King and all the naughty things he could teach her in bed.

      When she glanced up at the board, she tilted her head. Fallen Angels. An interesting topic he picked for the day. It'd been one of her favorite lessons while in church. Yet, what the Sunday School instructor taught and what the bible really said were two different things. Fallen Angels in her estimates weren't bad angels they were just disillusioned and lost. They found something on earth or within themselves and when they pressed for it, were cast out. Or, at least that was how she interpreted it.

      “Right, so,” Professor King said. “Fallen Angels. Who knows what they are?”

      Nova raised her hand then answered when called upon. “They're angels cast out of heaven.”

      “Correct and why were they cast out?”

      “They weren't cast out,” the guy muttered.

      Nova snapped her attention to the boy behind her. What?

      “Oh,” Professor King replied. “If they weren't cast out, what were they then?”

      The boy's lip curled as though he'd just bested the teacher. “They were murdered by a vengeful devil who couldn't stand the fact his father chose Jesus to send to earth. Or so the scripture says. It's all bullshit anyway.”

      Ryan laughed.

      Michael groaned.

      Paul stared at the boy mystified.

      Nova... She didn't understand why the guy was in the class if he didn't believe in the bible or what it stood for. Sure, it technically wasn't a theology class, but it held the basic principles of one.

      “Do tell us more about your theory, Mister...” Professor King glanced at his paperwork. “Marshall.”

      “Finally.” The boy stood. “It’s Isaiah. Every basic book in the Bible is the construct of fables. A way to control humanity. When it comes to fallen angels, most of them were killed because they believed Satan was the true ruler of Heaven and Earth and rebelled. God, being vengeful and spiteful himself, cast them out because how dare they question authority.” He grinned. “But, here is where hypocrisy plays into the Bible and its meager teachings. The book also tells us that absolute power corrupts absolutely, and we should question everything. So, if these so-called angels were questioning this absolute power, they were doing what was commanded of them. They fell out of favor not because of the devil but due to questioning authority—God.”

      Michael whistled. “Wow.”

      “I-I don't even know where to begin,” Professor King mumbled. “First, it was Lord Acton who said; “absolute power corrupts absolutely.” Second, you want me to believe those fallen angels are those who question authority and basically God smited them, casting them down to Earth?”

      Isaiah’s cheeks turned a bright shade of pink and the muscle in his jaw twitched. “Yes.”

      Professor King laughed. “Oh to be woefully ignorant.”

      “I am not ignorant,” the boy snarled. “You are brainwashed into believing some stupid story.”

      Professor King tsked, wagging his finger at Isaiah. “Now would be the time for you to sit and listen.”

      Ryan's eyes gleamed with amusement and excitement. Michael rubbed at the chain of his leash. Fear and trepidation filled his features. Nova didn't understand the juxtaposition between the two guys. Paul placed his hand on her thigh and warmth seeped through it, almost as if he did it in preparation of what was to come, which didn't make a lick of sense either to her.

      “It was the battle of good and evil. A battle for your very soul, Mr. Marshall. Lucifer or Satan by most text, the dragon or serpent battled the forces of good to see who would have dominion over your soul. He believed man to be inherently corrupt and wanted to cultivate that. The angels and God believed that humanity was good despite their frailties. All Satan wanted was a chance to prove the worth of humanity and in a moment of prideful thinking, Satan overestimated himself. He and others like him were cast out from heaven. Satan became the ruler of hell and his fallen angels became his demons.”

      “Ha!” Isaiah exclaimed. “If that were true, why did God destroy town after town, killing hundreds if not thousands of people because they wouldn't do his bidding? Don't tell me that I should be reading the New Testament not the old, either.” He smirked. “Again, there is all this talk about free agency, but when it comes right down to it, God doesn't care because God can't exist.”

      An uneasy feeling wiggled through Nova's stomach. There was something off about Isaiah. She'd said it more than once already but hearing the way he spoke sent a chill down her spine. Nova glanced up at Professor King. His hands were clenched at his side. His steely gaze bore into Isaiah. Her breath hitched. Her heart hammered. The silent war they waged between them tinged the air with anxious energy and tension so thick, she could cut it with a knife.

      Professor King chuckled. “You're proud of your ideals. I can see it in your eyes. Your confidence borders on conceit.”

      “It's only conceit when others won't acknowledge the hypocrisy within the Bible. It's superiority when a person can cut the chains holding them to false doctrine and be able to use the free will given to them from birth.” Isaiah sat down. A twisted self-satisfying smirk tugged at his mouth. He must have thought he defeated the teacher if his posture was any indication.

      “Bold words, Mr. Marshall. A bold challenge as well. Yet, you forget something. There is also a Church of Satan. The Satanic Temple, I believe is what they're called. They supposedly follow the teachings of Satan and their illustrious leader, Anton Szandor LaVey. Are you going to tell them that they too believe in a fictitious character? That they too are wrong?”

      “Well, if it looks like a duck...” Isaiah shrugged.

      “Interesting. Well, here is your daily dose of information. You're right. Some of the things in the Bible do contradict each other. The war did happen. God did cast Lucifer out, making him the ruler of hell. Giving him the power to torture and maim horrid soul after horrid soul for eternity. Your confidence is your downfall as well. You don't believe anyone can prove you wrong because in your estimation they're already wrong. That's a horrible attitude to have Mr. Marshall. As much as God disliked the fact that his angels fought, he allowed it as well, since it was their free will!” He rolled his neck then returned to the book on the podium. “I would think carefully about returning to my class, Mr. Marshall. Your opinion is of no value here if you’re unwilling to learn or listen.”

      “Because I am not your sheep,” Isaiah snapped.

      “No.” Mr. King lifted his gaze, staring a hole into Isaiah. “Because your mind is closed too tight, you don't have the capacity to learn let alone accept that others will have differing opinions from yours. Your superiority complex has no place in society. You are what is wrong with this world.”

      “Would you say that to an atheist?” Isaiah challenged, gathering up his things.

      “No. They decided to take both scripture and science and compare the two. They aren't bastardizing the Bible to fit their narrative. They're simply saying they don't believe. They are entitled to that opinion and I will defend it for them. You, on the other hand, are calling those who do believe weak when they are anything but. Tell me, Mr. Marshall, what do you believe in?”

      Isaiah hefted his bag over his shoulder and made a derisive sound. “Wouldn't you like to know?” He strode out the door, head held high as he headed down the hallway.

      Nova let out a breath and scrubbed her face. What the hell just happened? She glanced up at the professor then around the class. No one said a word, not even Paul or Michael. Ryan looked like he thoroughly enjoyed the war of words and the others...they were stunned silent.

      A shiver of fear rushed down her spine. Professor King looked deadly standing there in front of the classroom, his arms folded. His eyes narrowed in challenge. She glanced over her shoulder at the closed door, not exactly sure what she expected to see. When she glanced up at the instructor, he'd visibly relaxed. The hard, unyielding tension in his body dissipated. He let out a breath while rubbing at his brow.

      “I think that is all for class today,” Professor King whispered. “I apologize for the argument and the uncouth scene you witnessed. I took his bait and that was wrong of me. Please read chapters eight and sixteen then write a three-page paper comparing and contrasting good vs evil and why the angels fractured into their different sides. I'll see you Thursday night.”

      

      Nova stepped out of the classroom and tried to catch her breath. The scene that unfolded only moments ago, twisted her insides. She thought, there for a second, Professor King and Isaiah were going to have a physical fight. Both men had passion for the subject, but Isaiah’s went beyond. He had this ugly aggression about him as if he had to beat the idea into a person, he would just to gain their submission. She didn't like it. It chilled her to the bone and left her feeling sick to her stomach.

      The boy isn't right. Her father's words rang through her mind. They weren't meant for this particular situation, nonetheless, they had been right. Isaiah wasn't right.

      “Hey.” Paul wrapped his arm around her, tugging her into his side. The scent of patchouli oil and something dark pushed back against the negativity still clinging to her. “You don't look so good. Want to get some fresh air?”

      “I'd love to,” she said, giving him a small grin. “Class was interesting.”

      Ryan chuckled. “It was something.”

      They exited Williams Tower and walked in the direction of the quad. Nova couldn't get the look on Isaiah's face out of her mind nor Professor King's disturbing visage. It unnerved her. “Do you think he'll come back?”

      Michael shook his head while placing his chain in her palm. The cool sensation grounded her. She still didn't understand it but went with it because, in her estimation, they both needed it at the time.

      “No,” Paul said. “I don't think he'll have the guts to come back. He royally pissed off Prof. King.”

      “Have you known him long?” She didn't miss the way each of the guys seemed to have a deeper understanding of their teacher than she did. It made her curious.

      “No,” Ryan said. “Not really. I mean, do you ever really know someone?”

      True. She thought she knew her father. She thought she knew the people she lived around and those she called friend, until the day they shipped off Drew. Until she saw them as snakes in the grass determined to vilify a person and destroy their will. No, no one really knew anyone. “I suppose so.”

      “Do you want to grab a drink?” Paul asked, directing her to one of the smaller local clubs near campus. “I think we could all kick off a little steam, don't you?”

      Paul had a point. “Sure. Why not.”

      “Great.” He tugged her into his side as they strolled down the sidewalk off of the campus.

      “What kind of classes do you have tomorrow?” Michael prodded.

      “Art history and an astronomy class,” she answered. “Tomorrow is my easy day. Tuesdays and Thursdays are the hardest.”

      “We should hang out then. Maybe. If you want.” He shrugged.

      “Sure. I'd like that.” She grinned, finally feeling a bit more like herself.

      As the rounded the corner of the block near University Burger, yellow caution tape had cordoned off a section of the street. Police cars and a van blocked the area from view. Nova stared at the scene as people gathered around the tape to catch a glimpse of whatever happened.

      “Maybe we should turn back?” she murmured.

      “We'll keep going. I think we can get through.” Paul started forward while Ryan peeled off from them and headed right for the scene.

      “Where's he going?” She inclined her chin in Ryan's direction.

      “To see what happened and offer up his services,” Paul replied, easing her away from the scene.

      “Do you ever feel like stuff happens in threes,” Nova blurted. “First the storm. Now, this. What will happen next?”

      Paul frowned. “I hadn't thought about it that way before. I guess...maybe we shouldn't read so much into it?”

      It was her turn scowl. She didn't like the way Paul looked away from her and back to the scene when he answered her. Or the way he seemingly brushed her genuine curiosity aside as though it meant nothing. “Maybe.”

      “Hey, nothing will come from fretting over the small stuff.” Paul draped his arm over her shoulder, tucking her into his side. “It was probably a case of wrong place, wrong time.”

      Maybe.

      They continued on their path then stopped in front of a small blacked out building. Nova couldn't even see inside, much less if it'd been open or not. “Are you sure about this place?”

      Paul chuckled ushering her inside. The interior reminded her of a smoke lounge, like the place her and Drew tried on their way west. The music had been somber. The people milling around were more interested in their drinks or their companions then they were about what happened around them. Large camel and desert-colored leather couches framed smaller seating arrangements, giving an air of intimacy. To her left against the wall was the bar. None of the bartenders flipped bottles or laughed. They did their job and offered up a generous smile when they placed a tumbler or glass on the polished teak.

      “Wow.”

      “It's our favorite place to go when we need to study,” Paul stated, directing her to one of the open sitting areas. “None of the drunk frat boys or girls to distract us.”

      “Something told me you guys wouldn't be into that,” she murmured.

      “They're gross,” Michael grumbled. “All they do is puke and dry hump anything with two legs.”

      “Maybe four,” Paul teased, winking at her.

      “So gross you guys,” she laughed, heat filling her cheeks.

      “This calls for a round of drinks,” Paul proclaimed. “What's your poison, Nova?”

      “Uh...” The beer had been interesting, but it'd been her first and probably last. It wasn't fulfilling or whatever people said when they drank on a constant or social basis. “Cherry soda?”

      Paul tilted his head. “That's all?”

      She nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Michael?” He glanced over at the man sitting next to Nova.

      “Whatever you're having,” he answered.

      Paul grunted then started for the bar. By the time he returned, Ryan had joined them the look on his face said everything Nova needed to know. Whatever happened, hadn't been nice. Whatever he saw, caused Ryan to be on alert while also a bit pale. It was as if death snatched at his soul.

      “What happened,” Paul muttered, sitting beside Nova.

      Ryan shook his head. “It's bad. I'm not sure we should talk here.”

      “Then we'll talk at home,” Paul replied. “Until then, get yourself a beer and relax. You look like death warmed over.”

      Michael sputtered, choking on his sip of beer. “Damn, Paul.”

      “What, it’s the truth?” He grinned at Nova. “Sometimes, they just can’t take a joke.” However, from the matching expressions on their faces, she knew this hadn’t been a joking matter.
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      Pestilence didn't have class the next day, so he decided to do a little investigating of his own. He returned to the scene with Death, Famine, and War in tow. The stain of dried blood and the stench of death clung to the area.

      According to Death, the soul had been cleaved from the two bodies found there. Their eyes had been turned to ash, leaving two circular holes where they should've resided. It was as if they'd been smited. Only angels could smite. Which brought up a whole other set of problems.

      So far, they didn't have a suspect. They didn't know where to begin, except for an article about a museum robbery and the purported theft of “the” seven sealed scrolls” of course there'd been no confirmation of authenticity. Supposedly, that would have been done on the coming Saturday during an open house event to raise money for the museum. Now, the scrolls were lost and all they had was a grainy picture of someone's back.

      “This is another sign,” Pestilence murmured. “The fifth seal has been broken.”

      Death grunted. “And here we are playing with our dicks because we have no idea who is doing it.”

      Famine chuckled. “I always knew you had a fondness for playing with dicks.”

      Death flipped him off.

      “I think it's safe to say, all of this is happening in our area or else we wouldn't be here,” Pestilence stated.

      “I agree,” Famine mumbled. “So, what do we do?”

      “Spread out and start searching. If the person responsible is here, we'll find them.” Pestilence broke away from the guys. “I'll meet up with you later and we'll go over a plan of action from here out.”

      “Where you going?” War asked.

      “To see Nova. I think she knows something but is afraid to say it?”

      “What?” Famine prodded.

      He shrugged. “Not sure. But, I could see it on her face last night. She's hiding something.”

      She put two and two together at the scene the night before. She even questioned him about it, and he brushed off her statement like it'd been nothing, hoping not to scare her. After visiting the scene and knowing the truth, he couldn't keep lying to her. It went against everything he knew.

      Striding into her dorm building, he took the stairs two at a time until he stepped onto her floor and began walking down the hall. After the first time he walked her home, he did a little digging, i.e. paying off the floor RA, and got her dorm number. He wasn't sure about her schedule, but he'd wait, nonetheless. As he came to her door, he noticed it was open a bit. His gut clenched. His eyes narrowed. Pestilence pushed the door too and strode inside, not caring who saw him or who he'd frighten.

      “Nova?” No answer. “Nova, it's Paul.”

      Still no answer.

      Inside, the room was... Plain. No photographs decorated the wall. Nova had basic bedding. Her desk sat empty with the exception of a pen or two. She didn't have a fridge like most college students did or a television. Even the light on the small stand next to her bed appeared second hand.

      Across from where he stood, the room didn’t look like it belonged in Nova’s space. There were photos and lights hanging on the wall. Her roommate’s desk had cups of pens and pencils along with other little accents to make the space fill lived in and not just occupied. On Nova's roommate's closet door, was a calendar of all of her classes along with some part-time job she worked at while going to school. Looked like to him she didn't have a life outside of school and work.

      Out of curiosity, he went to Nova’s closet and checked inside. Seven days, it appeared, of clothing. Nothing more. What is going on with you, Nova? Not even one of those fancy calendars like her roomie had.

      Soft humming filled the room and he turned to see Nova returning to her room. She wore a pair of earbuds and carried a small device in her hand. MP3 player? Talk about a relic. He shook his head as she danced a bit before closing the door. Then, when her eyes finally settled on him she shrieked, ripping her buds from her ears.

      “What are you doing here?” she snapped. “You could have given me a heart attack!”

      Pestilence wiggled his brows. “Good thing I know CPR.”

      She swatted playfully at him and laughed. “How did you get in, anyway?” She glanced up at him as she placed her backpack on her desk chair. “My roomie isn't here today either.”

      Pestilence frowned.

      “You should work on adding more expressions to your repertoire.”

      “Your door was open a crack. I thought you were inside studying and forgot?” A sense of dread filled his gut. “You did lock it before you left, didn't you?”

      “Yeah, I always do.” She scrunched her face up in confusion. “Miranda would lock it too. She has more stuff than I do and it's much more expensive.”

      Pestilence crossed to the door and stared at the jam and casing. Nothing appeared out of the ordinary. Didn't mean anything if someone had a lock picking kit. “You should have your RA and campus security do a report.”

      “Yeah.” Nova hugged herself.

      He snarled as her fear became palpable. “Hey, I'm here. I won't let anything happen to you.”

      She snuggled into his arms and sighed. “Thank you.”

      “How about you check your things and I'll go find your RA.”

      “Thank you.” Nova pulled away from him, only for him to stop her. “What?”

      “I have wanted to do this since we were stuck in that office area under the stairs.” Pestilence brushed his lips over Nova's, and it was pure magic. As corny as it sounded, the taste of her lips upon his went straight to his groin and lit his insides on fire. It didn't burn though. It'd been warm. Loving. Giving. He snatched at it as he deepened the kiss, almost as though if he consumed her, he could carry her essence within him forever.

      The thought startled him, and Pestilence took a step back. Nova stared up at him with a shocked expression on her face. She pressed her fingers to her mouth as her cheeks turned a rosy shade of red. She felt it too. Whatever it was building between them. The connection started while they waited out the freak tornado and the tendrils had slowly been growing stronger since. He gave her a small smile then exited her room.

      When he returned, a dead long stem red rose sat on her desk with a note attached to it. Nova sat on her bed, her knees to her chest while she vigorously swiped tears from her eyes. Damn it. Paul could kick himself right then. He hadn't checked the drawers of her desk. Hadn't really prodded the area around her bed to see if anything might have been disturbed. Behind him, the RA whistled.

      “This isn't good,” the guy muttered. “I'll get security up here. Nova?”

      She turned her head. “Yeah?”

      “I'm so sorry. I'll bring back help.” The RA gave her a sorrowful glance before he stormed out of the room.

      “What's he sorry for?” She glanced up at Pestilence. “Not like he could have prevented this. Or like he's responsible.”

      He glared at the dead flower on her table. “True. Whoever got in here picked the lock. I'm sure of it.”

      “Figured as much.” She pointed to the notecard. “Says, we're the same you and me. We want the same thing. I'll be seeing you soon.”

      “What?” Paul blinked unsure he heard Nova correctly.

      “Right? So random.” She shook her head. “I don't know very many people here. I...” She paused and turned her gaze from him. “I thought it might be my father's men.”

      “Your father's what now?” Pestilence joined her on the bed. “Nova, talk to me. I can't help you if you don't open up to me.”

      Fresh tears ran down her cheeks. “I can't involve you in my bull crap.”

      “It's bullshit. You can say it.” He winked at her.

      “Bullshit,” she murmured. “My statement stands.”

      “Think of it as not involving me, think of it as unburdening yourself from your terrors.” He wrapped his arm around her. “You shouldn't have to carry it alone.”

      For a moment, she didn't seem to receptive to his poking. Then she let out a breath and sagged into his embrace. “My father is a Pentecostal preacher. We live in a compound in North Carolina back in the woods. No one knows we're there.” She swallowed hard. “My father is a prepper. He thinks one day; the rapture will come, and all hell will literally break loose.”

      Now some of her demeanor made sense. “Why or how did you get here?”

      “We ran away.” Nova explained to him the circumstance of her travels. She told him about Drew and the horribly inhumane things her father's people had done to her best friend. She also told him about them trying to have sex and it not happening.

      Fuck. What a fucked up situation. “Why do you think your father will come for you?”

      She shrugged. “Because I told him we only wanted one day away from the compound.”

      Pestilence chuckled.

      “It's not funny,” she snapped.

      “No. It's not. You survived though. So did Drew. You tricked your father and enrolled in school.” He hugged her tight. “He won’t come to find you. I'm sure if he did, it would expose what really goes on in that compound of his.”

      A tiny smile played on her lips. “I thought about that too.”

      “See,” he said. “Do you feel better?”

      “Yeah, I do.” She flashed him that brilliant smile of hers. “Thank you.”

      “Don't thank me. I didn't do anything.” He pressed his lips to hers in a quick kiss as a knock came at her door. “Do you want me to go?”

      She shook her head. “Stay.”

      Pestilence kissed her again before striding over to entry of her room and allowed the RA to enter, this time with campus security.

      “Miss Blom, I understand you had a break in,” the security guard said. “Would you like to tell me what happened?”

      Pestilence waited off to the side as Nova recounted happened. The guard took notes while asking her questions. The RA stood beside her, answering anything the big burly shifter might want to know. When he was finished, he handed Nova a card and added a number to the back of it.

      “Use this number if you can think of anything else.” The guard then walked over with paper bag and gather up the dead rose and card. “I'll keep this.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      Once everyone was out of the room, Pestilence came to her side. “So I have a confession to make.”

      “Oh?” She cocked a brow. “What?”

      “I came here in the guise of asking you to study with me, but I really wanted to hang out,” he answered. “I'm kind of glad I had the idea.”

      “Me too,” she replied. “So what do you want to do instead.”

      “Take you back to my apartment and ravish you,” he said.

      Nova gasped.

      “Or we could watch a movie at my place.”

      She laughed. “I'd like that.”

      He stepped to her. “Good choice. I'd fucking love to ravish you too.”

      “Gah!” She put her hands up. “I meant watch a movie.”

      “I did too,” he said.

      “What?”

      “What?” he parroted.

      Nova narrowed her eyes. “You're dangerous.”

      “Not going to deny it either.” He held his hand out to her. “Shall we go?”

      “Lead the way.”

      

      Nova stepped into the spacious apartment and sighed. The place was bigger than her home and a lot classier. She glanced at Paul who threw himself onto the couch beside them. He grabbed the controller off the glass coffee table and turned on the flat-screen television. The sound of velcro being torn apart, zipped around her before she noticed the small green dots gleaming from black boxes attached to the wall.

      Paul patted the cushion beside him. “Come on, sit. Relax a little.”

      “I don't know if I can. This stuff is a bit fancy.” She eyed all of the decorations with keen interest. There were paintings and artifacts all over the place, though not in a gaudy way.

      “Pfft.” He grabbed her hand, tugging her into his lap. “It's not our taste either, but it's doable.”

      “What's that—”

      Paul covered her mouth with his. Like before, the sensation of falling away, of forgetting all her problems left her floating on a pillow of nothing. The arousal that smacked her in the chest a second later, had her gasping her breath. She wiggled against him, feeling all at once, hot and cold. Her nipples peaked against her bra. Her panties grew damp. She was out of control and didn't care about what control meant ever again.

      “Fuck, star, you've got me in knots,” Paul murmured against her lips.

      “It's not my fault.” She pouted.

      He took her hand in his and pressed it to his groin. “It isn't?” The hard, thick length of his erection surprised her. “You do this to me all the time.”

      She rubbed the crotch of his jeans and licked her lips.

      “Don't do that. I might forget myself and push you to your knees,” he snarled.

      Nova gasped as heat and arousal shot through her veins. Go to her knees? She understood the implications of his statement. She'd tried it, unsuccessfully with Drew to help him get into the mood. Or, maybe it'd been her skills that had been left lacking? She was new to it after all. “You want me to give you...” She swallowed hard. “A blow job?”

      “You're so fucking innocent. I want to corrupt you and keep you so fucking sweet all at the same time.”

      Heat filled her cheeks. “I... I don't know what to say.”

      “You don't say anything, star. Nothing at all.” He kissed her forehead. “When the time is right, I'll show you how I like it.”

      “So, it's not right, now?” She ran her tongue over her bottom lip.

      Paul sighed and closed his eyes. “Being good is for the fucking birds. I should take you up on your offer.”

      “What's stopping you?” she hedged.

      “Hell if I know.” Paul shook his head. “Let's watch some mindless TV and forget about it.”

      “What if I don't want to forget?” She didn't know where this boldness came from, but she liked it. She'd been taught to be demure. Soft. Virginal. Her father had beaten into her the tenets of her duties as a wife within the compound, including never saying no to her future husband when it came to sex.

      “Damn it, star.” Paul flipped their position, laying her out on the couch. “You're killing my threadbare control.”

      “Sorry?”

      “No, you're not.” He kissed her again while shrugging out of his leather jacket and only broke the kiss to remove his shirt.

      She'd been right. Besides the tattoo on his arm, his chest had been bare. His milky-white skin made her mouth water. She trailed her fingers down his torso mesmerized by the contrast of their bodies. She groaned, arching to him when he nipped at her neck and rubbed his groin against hers. Sparks of bliss twisted inside her forming a knot of absolute pleasure. Her skin tingled and everywhere he touched her, goosebumps formed in his wake. She’d never seen such a perfect specimen before.

      Nova worked up the courage to reach between them to cup the bulge pressing into her lower belly. Paul grunted, pushing into her grasp. Her breath hitched and her heart pounded. Adrenaline coursed through her veins. She was excited and scared at the same time. He pushed her knees wide and settled between them before palming her breast.

      He squeezed.

      Nova moaned his name, wiggling beneath him. Instinct took over as she fumbled momentarily with his belt before undoing his pants. The hard, hot length of his dick filled her hand. It was velvety smooth. Long enough to give her a proper scare while also interesting her. She gave a tentative stroke, and Paul let out a hissed breath. She yearned to taste him as a pearl of translucent wetness dotting the crest of his cock.

      She pulled him to her then sat up slightly and ran her tongue through his slit. He shouted his pleasure, fisting his hand in her hair as she took more of him into her mouth. Nova closed her eyes. She sucked and lashed the underside of his shaft before retreating. Above her, Paul trembled. The small, carnal sounds he made, left her aching for him.

      “So, I told Lucifer we’d meet up—”

      Nova had been so involved with Paul; she hadn’t heard the door open nor had she heard anyone step inside. If by the look on Paul’s face were any indication, neither did he. Modified she tried to slip out from underneath him, but Paul stilled her while tucking himself back into his pants.

      “Fucking announce yourselves!” he growled.

      “We thought you were going to be at Nova’s dorm room.” Michael gave her a curious look. “Didn’t think we’d find you here.”

      The soft heat in her cheeks and chest turned into a full-on burn of humiliation. “I am so sorry.”

      “There is nothing to be sorry for,” Ryan stated. “We’re all a little surprised.”

      Yeah, she figured. “Still I should probably go.”

      Matthew held up his hand. “Both of you take a moment to gather yourselves. We’ll join you when you’re ready.” He motioned for the others to follow.

      Paul groaned. “I’m sorry. I should have protected you better.”

      “First time for everything,” she groaned wiping her face. “How do I even look at them ever again without picturing myself sucking your dick and them watching?”

      “We’ll get through this.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Stay for the evening. We can all eat dinner and watch a movie or something.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Paul nodded. “Yeah. It’ll be fine, you’ll see.”
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      “We have another body,” Death said, waking Pestilence.

      Nova had spent the majority of the evening with them and Pestilence had reluctantly brought her back to her dorm well after midnight. Once she got over the initial shock of having her room broken into, she'd relaxed with all of them. Adamah and Claec hadn't returned that night and it bothered all of them. Things were happening at a rapid pace it felt like.

      “Where?” He sat up and scrubbed his face. “When?” He peered up at Death who appeared a bit shaken and paler than usual.

      “Last night. Claec found the body and the scene on the way home.”

      “Fuck. Do you think the humans will figure it out?” He draped the sheet over his hips as he eased his feet to the floor.

      “Well, thankfully there hasn't been a plague of locust.”

      Pestilence flipped him off. “Not here to help progress it, remember?”

      “Never forgot.” Death sat next to him. “Getting involved with Nova might not be the best alternative here.”

      He snorted. “We have human bodies. This vessel wants Nova. Perhaps you should get laid while we're here.”

      Death scoffed.

      “Don't tell me you haven't thought about it,” Pestilence hedged.

      “Doesn't matter. We're not here to bang the innocent. We're here to stop the second coming.”

      “And, in the meantime, if we find a willing female—” he slid his gaze toward Death— “or man because I know you and Famine are kinky fuckers, we should indulge.”

      “You’re not?” Death cocked a brow.

      He shrugged. “When this is all over, we'll end up back where we began, in the pits of hell along with Lucifer.”

      “And if we fail?” Death ignored Pestilence's statement.

      “I guess we protect the humans,” he stated. “I haven't thought that far yet.”

      “You should.” Death stood then started for the door. “Get dressed. We have shit to do.”

      “We're going to have to tell Lucifer, you know,” he said pushing the sheet away from his body. “We can't keep this from him.”

      “I know. If we can get more information, we should. Going in half-assed might backfire on us.”

      “I agree,” Pestilence replied. “Any information on the morgues where these bodies are being taken?”

      “County, according to Claec. I've only found one and it's about fifteen miles away.”

      Pestilence scratched his chest. “Looks like we'll be going on a road trip.”

      “Fuck,” Death breathed. “If it's the same as the last set, I won't find anything of use.”

      “No, but we'll have pictures.” Pestilence grinned.

      “You’re a morbid fucker.” Death shook his head as he left Pestilence to get ready.

      Another body. Shit. Last night, Nova had been poised to tell him something and if the expression on her face had been any indication, it wasn’t good. However, the three jackasses interrupted them again and she clammed up. Now, he wished he would have pushed her to talk. Lucifer already told them she was important to them, so whatever she told him, or them would be significant.

      “We need to talk to Nova,” Pestilence said, joining Death in the living room once he’d been ready. “I think she knows something.”

      “Oh, and when did you deduce this? During or after your dry humping session?”

      Pestilence flipped him off, before grabbing his leather jacket. “Before you and Famine interrupted us.”

      “We’ll find her before going to Lucifer.” Death joined him at the door.

      “Where’s Famine?”

      “School, he’s shadowing Nova for me. After what happened at her dorm, I thought you’d want her to have some protection,” Death replied.

      “You like her,” he teased.

      “Fuck off,” Death snarled. “Let’s go. If we don’t hurry the bodies will be released to their families.”

      Pestilence held up his hands as he chuckled to himself. “Lead the way, asshole.”

      

      By the time they arrived at Lucifer’s apartment, Famine with Nova in tow, Pestilence had more details of what happened to the humans. He didn’t want to discuss anything in the vehicle. It would be better if he did it once and in front of everyone. When they stepped out of Death’s car, War appeared in the shadows near the entryway of the building’s courtyard. He lifted his hand in greeted then crossed to them.

      “Bout time you four got here,” War muttered.

      “You want the job done right, it takes an extra bit of effort,” Famine quipped, placing his chain back into Nova’s hand.

      The guy had only allowed two other people to hold that chain. Lucifer and Death. Giving Nova the honor showed he trusted her and counted her as one of them. Pestilence got some perverse pleasure out of it. Taking her free hand, he followed behind War as they headed for the biggest apartment on the property.

      “You didn’t tell me you knew where Professor King lived,” Nova whispered, glancing up at him.

      “Pool.” He pointed to the large, ten-foot concrete monstrosity surrounded by decorative palm trees, lava rocks, and tropical plants.

      “Looks inviting.”

      “Maybe we’ll skinny dip later.” Pestilence wiggled his brows and she laughed.

      “You’re bad.”

      “Indeed.” He held them back a bit. “I need to tell you something.” He licked his bottom lip, nervous for the first time, since meeting Nova. “It’s pretty... We’ll say, interesting.”

      “O-kay.” She glanced at the others then back to him. “What?”

      “There are things happening around us. When you hear what Ryan and I did today, please don’t freak out, okay?” He’d never felt worried before. He didn’t like it. It was as if his insides had been covered in a million crawling ants.

      “Sure.” She gave him a look crossed between curious and afraid but determined too.

      He blew out a breath. “Thanks.”

      When they caught up to the others, Lucifer had just opened the door and stepped aside, allowing War, Famine, and Death inside. His brows shot up when Pestilence eased Nova into the apartment. He didn’t want to wait to start their conversation, but War went to the booze cabinet and poured everyone a drink then took his time to join them at the sitting area in Lucifer's living room.

      “You have a beautiful apartment, Professor King,” Nova said. “It’s very relaxing and feels like home.”

      “While we’re not in class, please, call me Samael,” he said, winking at her. “And, thank you.”

      “Samael.” She turned the word over and it sounded like a wet dream when she repeated Lucifer’s Earth name. “As in Lucifer Morningstar? The King of Hell? The devil?”

      Lucifer laughed. “You’re a fast learner, Miss Blom. Well done.”

      “We all find it funny that his last name is King,” Famine muttered.

      She gave a small chuckle. “It is, kind of punderful too.”

      Lucifer watched her. At some point in this little end of time scenario, they were going to have to tell her the truth about who they were. But, selfishly, Pestilence wanted to spend one more day with Nova without having to explain what was happening around them.

      

      Death cleared his throat, drawing everyone’s attention. “We found where the bodies were being stored. The original two had been cleaned and autopsied. They were devoid of any sign of a soul. They were dry husks. And like the first third body, we found late last night, they'd been smited.

      “Wait,” Nova piped up. “Smited? I thought only God or angels could smite humans?”

      “You’d be correct, Miss Blom,” Lucifer said. “However, there are other factors at work here.”

      “With angels, there should be a smell surrounding them, a holy smell. Sage, Mir, a demon can smell an angel over three miles away and track it,” Famine added.

      “We smelled nothing on the body,” Pestilence said. “It was as if the person did it to themselves.”

      “But we know better,” Lucifer stated more to himself than the others. “Miss Blom, you’re not freaking out.”

      She shook her head. “I think after finding out about shadow demons and all the different mystical creatures surrounding me day in and day out, freaking because of dead bodies would be a bit... pretentious.” She glanced at Pestilence the look in her eyes matched the one from last night.

      “No one will stop you, say it,” Pestilence encouraged her. “We won’t think ill of you.”

      Nova twisted her fingers in the hem of her shirt while clearing her throat. “The other day, while I’d been talking to Shelly and Joy, I asked them about a being I saw on campus.”

      “It’s a loaded place,” War said, “What kind did you see?”

      “That’s the strange thing. When I asked Joy and Shelly if they’d ever seen one or if they knew what it was, they both were at a loss. I thought about asking you last night but...”

      “Sorry,” Death replied. “If I’d have known I wouldn’t have given you so much shit.”

      She waved him off. “Anyway, I have been seeing these spirits around the campus.”

      “They’re normal,” Lucifer stated.

      She bit the corner of her lip and closed her eyes. “No, these weren’t. These were weird. They were an eerie green-gray and they didn’t look ordinary. The first one I saw, I thought was my imagination. The second one, I studied. The person was dead, but not.”

      Lucifer sat forward. “What do you mean?”

      “Like their bodies were twisted. Maybe inside out? I don’t think I’m explaining it right.”

      Pestilence placed his hand on her thigh. “Take your time.”

      Nova gave him a small smile. “They also looked like they wanted help too. Their mouths were moving, but no words came out and they had this sludge running out of where their eyes should be. I thought it might have been some ghoul trying to play a prank with me.”

      Pestilence glanced around the group. They all wore identical expressions. If the fallen bodies weren’t enough to prove that the fifth seal had been broken and the apocalypse was upon them, the undead bodies cemented it. They were going to have to tell her the truth. They couldn’t wait. He cut his gaze to Lucifer who gave a curt shake of his head, as though he knew what Pestilence had been thinking.

      “Where did you see these ghouls?” Lucifer asked.

      “Everywhere,” Nova replied without hesitation. “There isn’t a specific place they hang out. If you catch my drift.”

      “Day or night,” War prodded.

      “Both.” She shrugged. “More so at night, but definitely during the day.”

      “Fascinating,” Lucifer murmured. “Do you think you’ll be able to show me sometime, Miss Blom?”

      “Sure. Do you know what they are?”

      “Won’t know for sure until I see them.” He left off the “and send them back to hell,” part. No need in completely freaking her out just yet. That could come later when they were in the thick of things.

      Sink or swim.

      “Oh, of course,” she answered. “We could do it tomorrow if you’d like. I have plenty of free time. If-if you’re not busy.”

      “I will arrange it,” Lucifer said. “All of us can make it a small field trip.”

      She stared at him for a moment then laughed. “I’d like that.”

      “So, anything else?” Lucifer finished off his drink.

      

      Professor King sent out a group text to everyone including Nova. She stared at the phone for a minute then shook her head for being so paranoid. After telling everyone about what she'd seen on campus, she'd been a little uncomfortable, to say the least. Even though to her own ears she sounded crazy. To the guys, they made it seem like just another day.

      She still had so many questions. Like why she found each of them exceptionally attractive. Why her body heated up the minute she laid eyes on them and why they also made her insides shrivel up into nothing sometimes. Why they all lived together in an apartment filled with artifacts and relics, and why they were so interested in what she’d seen around the campus.

      She hoped today; she’d get some answers. Anything to still the constant chatter in her brain. Nova’s phone vibrated in her palm and she glanced down. Another text message, this time from Professor King again.

      ProKing: Meet at the quad. Lunch on me. 😈

      Michael: 🙏🏼 Starving here.

      Matthew: 😂 You’re always hungry.

      Paul: I’ll remember to bring the 🐛.

      Michael: Shut up. 😡

      Ryan: Loosen up.

      Nova: What time?

      ProKing: Noon.

      Michael: 😭😭Why so long a wait?

      Nova: Great, see you then. 😸

      Nova placed her phone on her bed then gathered up some clothes so she could grab a shower. She had a couple of hours before she had to meet them so, in the interim, she could finish off her astronomy paper and maybe get a chapter read for Professor King’s class. She stepped into the community bathroom and went straight for the showers.

      Thankfully there weren't very many people there at the time. Those who were there, were either doing like her, getting a shower or finishing up. Nova walked to an empty stall and flipped on the shower. While she waited for the water to warm, she began to undress. As she reached for the hem of her shirt, an ear-piercing scream echoed in the room. She startled, hitting her elbow on the metal divider of the stalls.

      The scream came again. “The water!”

      Nova glanced at her shower confused by what happened then gasped. The water had gone from clear to blood red within a matter of seconds. It was thick like blood as well, staining the white tile floor. Dumbfounded, she stared at it while others ran out in different states of being dressed. Go, run!

      She slipped her bath shoes back onto her feet then headed back to her room. Once inside she grabbed her phone and slid her finger across the screen. Nova typed out a message to the group. Her fingers trembled as she wrote it.

      Nova: The water is crimson red. Thick. Blood. I think. Help!

      She pulled her knees to her chest to be sure none of the water—whatever it was didn’t touch her. It didn’t make sense. Since she arrived at school, nothing weird, with exception of the tornado had happened. This...she couldn’t explain it. A soft knock came at her door before it opened and Professor King, Michael, Ryan, and Matthew were entering her space.

      Each man wore an expression of concern. They vibrated tension and something else, maybe fear? She couldn’t tell. Michael joined her on her bed and wrapped his arm around her. She hadn’t realized how cold she’d been until his warmth enveloped her. She sighed and snuggled into him, drawing off of him so she could explain her text.

      “What happened?” Professor King asked. “From the beginning.”

      She licked her bottom lip. "I went to grab a shower. A girl screamed and when I looked everything was red. My shower poured pureblood or what looked like blood out of the showerhead."

      Professor King frowned. “And it just started happening?”

      She nodded. “I didn’t stick around. I got out and texted you.”

      “You did the right thing,” he muttered.

      The door opened once more and Paul, Chris, and Adam joined them. The expressions on their face were grim. Paul joined her on her bed. With him there, she'd begun to relax, though how she could, at a time like this, she didn't understand. She glanced between him and Michael then back to Professor King who carried on a hushed conversation with Chris.

      “And you sure you weren’t pulling some messed up prank on the humans?” The way the professor stared at the guy sent a shiver down her spine.

      Chris shook his head. “Not my style. I think it’s...you know. A sign.”

      "Wait." Nova sat up a little straighter. "No way." She shook her head. Why she would even have the maddening stupid thought was beyond her, yet as much as it seemed stupid, it also fit. A tornado with fire streaking the sky. Bodies that have risen from their graves. Now water turned to blood. She was being absolutely ridiculous. However, her father's teachings flowed through her mind as she sat there. How could she have blindly pushed everything aside? And, if she said anything now, how ridiculous was she if she even mentioned it?

      “What, Miss Blom?” Professor King hedged.

      “This is going to sound crazy but...” If I’m correct, then the first four if not five seals have been broken and the end times are near...

      Professor King gave her a stern look. “It’s only crazy if you don’t say it out loud, Miss Blom. What is it?”

      She swallowed hard and stared at all of them. Outside her room, the commotion calmed down. She glanced to her door then back to Professor King. “What if all of this is the... You know... The apocalypse.”

      He laughed. Hard. Tears streamed down from the corners of Professor King’s eyes. Then he sobered as he dabbed them with his handkerchief. “The apocalypse?”

      She shrugged. “The second coming? Is that better for you?”

      His eyes narrowed. “Now, now. Don’t get so testy.”

      “I’m telling you the end of the world is coming and you’re not—”

      “Not what, Miss Blom?” He cocked a brow.

      “You’re acting like I just said the funniest thing in the world.” She huffed. “See, told you it was crazy.”

      He stepped to her. Michael and Paul eased away from her. "That's where you're completely wrong. I believe you, Miss Blom. I worried you wouldn’t believe us.”

      “What?” She glanced at everyone in her room. “I’m sorry. I think you lost me.”

      Professor King smirked. “Boys, I believe it’s time.”

      Time for what? Why did she have a bad feeling about this? “I don’t understand.”

      “You will,” Professor King said. “First, tell us everything.”
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      She glanced around the room and sighed. “I swear if all of you laugh at me again, I’ll shove you all out of my room and never talk to you again! Got it?” She scowled at Professor King who’d been the one to laugh at her first.

      He held up his hands as the others nodded. “I’m sorry, Miss Blom. I thought you were going to say something else.”

      She didn’t believe him. “Sure.”

      He grasped her chin between his thumb and forefinger. "I never lie." The determined expression on his face gave her pause. "Ever."

      Heat filled her cheeks. “Sorry.”

      “It’s fine.” He sat back. “Go ahead. Explain your thoughts.”

      She wrapped her arms around her mid-section and missed the cool steel of Michael's chain her hand. Today, he'd forgone his collar. Pity. Though it kind of weirded her out in the beginning, now... You’re running off on a tangent, Nova. She closed her eyes and chided herself for being so absentminded.

      “It doesn’t make sense,” she said. “It’s why I never even thought about it until this moment. Putting all the incidences together though...”

      “Makes it real?” Paul said, taking her hand.

      Warmth bloomed where they touched, pushing back some of the icy, darkness clouding her mind. “Yeah.” She laid out her theory to them. What each seal meant, which was kind of stupid because they were in the same Biblical Studies class together and the teacher sat beside her. “It also means the Four Horsemen are here as well. Pestilence, Death, Murder, Famine...”

      “Uh...” Paul rubbed the back of his neck. “Wouldn’t it mean plagues and wars and starvation and finally death?”

      Only, none of that was happening, unless the dead she saw were it or the murder victims were part of it as well. "You're right. There would be. All of it. But, nothing." She closed her eyes. "Oh man. I am so stupid. Of course, it's nothing like that. Right? Some asshole put red corn syrup into the water system to play a prank. God, I am so fucking stupid."

      Paul squeezed her hand. “What if they are here and they’re choosing not to participate?”

      “Choosing not to participate? I didn’t think that’s how all of this works.” At least she didn’t think so. Once they were brought to the earthly plane, they were to fulfill their biblical prophecy. “If I’m right, then where are they? You say they’re benching themselves, but do they have the free will to do so?”

      “Everyone, angel or demon, have free will,” Professor King said. “It’s how they use it that sets them apart, just like humanity.”

      She sat there for a moment then nodded. “You’ve got a point. So, if the Four Horsemen aren’t doing their job, why are other things happening? Like the water turning to blood. Or even those dead-undead things? Because they’re not normal. No way, no how.”

      Professor King cursed under his breath. “We were supposed to grab lunch and you were supposed to show me them.”

      Nova jerked. “Crap. I was. Do you think I can shower now?”

      “How about this,” Professor King said. “You can stay with the guys until this blows over.”

      “Sounds like a good idea,” Paul replied. “There’s room.”

      “Then it’s settled. Grab your school things and some clothes, Miss Blom.”

      Stay with them? All of them? “Do you think it’s appropriate?”

      Professor King laughed. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. One girl living with six guys...”

      Paul laughed. “Sounds like fun to us.”

      She backhanded him in the stomach while trying not to smile. “Give it to me straight, do you really believe me?”

      Professor King pushed his glasses up to rub the bridge of his nose. “Yes. I believe you. Now, do as I ask. Gather your things.”

      She did as he requested then glanced around her room. “Do you think I’ll be able to come back here?”

      “Maybe,” Paul said. “If we can stop the coming apocalypse.”

      

      After lunch at the little eatery in the quad, Nova put her things into Professor King's car then turned. There across from where they stood was one of the beings again. Only this time, there were more. She tugged on the cuff of his jacket unable to get the words past her lips. He glanced down at her then turned his head in the direction she looked.

      A hiss fell from his lips. The unholy sound scared and aroused her. “I see.”

      “See what?” Michael said, coming up next to them.

      “There.” She showed Michael the spirts.

      “Fuck me,” he said. “Those are some nasty fuckers.”

      “Is it, you know, part of it?” She prodded.

      Professor King nodded. “They are. Tell me, what do you know of the fifth seal?”

      Nova took a step back. “Seriously, you think this is the fifth seal?”

      “Quickly, Miss Blom. What do you know of it?”

      "Something about an altar and the dead rise. I thought it meant they were on their way to heaven or they had to wait for their guide to heaven. Why?"

      “Because someone bastardized it. The seal was broken wrong.”

      None of his words made sense. How did someone break the seal the wrong way? Didn’t it just need lamb’s blood and then “crack” seal broken? Wait... “Are they actual scrolls?”

      Professor King pursed his lips. “Yes. Stupid scribes. Had to write down everything. Had to make sure everyone knew what they wanted everyone to know.”

      “Huh?” Nothing he said made sense to her.

      He sighed. “Sorry, tangent. They are very much scrolls. They should have been locked away from humanity, never to be seen.”

      “But it’s written into Revelations.”

      “Yes, the fatal flaw of humanity. Never knowing to stop with their control.” He glanced at Michael. “Take her to the apartment. When I am done here I will be there.”

      “What are you going to do?” she asked.

      “Something I haven’t done in a while,” he murmured. “It’s better if you’re not here for it.”

      Michael wrapped his arm around her shoulders, tucking her into him. "Let's go. We'll get you set up in no time." Nova followed him while glancing over her shoulder to catch a glimpse of Professor King walking straight into the bundle of undead. What is he thinking?

      When they arrived at the apartment, Matthew waiting for them at the door. Paul sat on the couch watching some mindless show while Ryan was in the kitchen grabbing stuff out of the fridge. Chris and Adam were nowhere to be found. She stepped inside the space and relaxed marginally. She glanced down the hall at the open door of the bathroom and wondered if she could shower without worry about the blood returning.

      “Bathroom is clean,” Paul said. “You don’t have to worry about the water being tainted here. Go shower. Then, we should talk.”

      She didn’t like the way his statement made her feel. Her stomach knotted. Her heart hammered. Whatever he had to say couldn’t be any good. Not for her anyway. She gave a curt incline of her chin then grabbed her back from Michael and headed down the hall. Once inside the bathroom, she tried again. Nova turned on the shower and waited. When the water didn’t run red, she disrobed and stepped under the spray.

      Since Professor King stepped into her room, heck, since the shower ran red, her thoughts had been discombobulated. Here she stood, in a shower not hers after telling a bunch of people she thought the world was going to end and according to them, they believed her. Oh and if that wasn’t enough, five seals had been broken which meant only two more were left before the world was driven into chaos.

      The stories her father told her about Michael the Archangel and Gabriel fighting against the forces of evil to save humanity filled her mind, setting her imagination to run wild. What would happen to humanity? To the world? How did people live once all was said and done? Did humanity get to live? Once seals were broken, did that mean the world was changed? That the Four Horsemen could never return to wherever they came from? Would they have periodic bouts of water running red?

      She slid to the floor of the shower and buried her face against her knees. She cried. Not out of pity but frustration, because none of it made a lick of sense to her. She also wept because if this did happen, her father would be in the thick of it and she didn’t know which side he’d be on. Good or evil. She cried for Drew who’d just learned what freedom tasted like, only to have it swiped from him.

      Nothing would ever be normal again.

      A soft tap came at the door. “Nova?” Ryan. “You okay?”

      "Yeah." She wiped her tears. "I'm good. Just take an extra minute. You guys have a great shower."

      “We were just checking. Take your time.”

      “Thanks.” She grabbed the washcloth off the hook near the dry towels and began to soap it up. She had so many questions. She didn’t think anyone would be able to answer them for her though. And, there wasn’t any way to turn back time and keep anything that happened next from happening.

      When she emerged from the bathroom, all of the guys were on the giant sectional couch. Paul had on a national news station and each of them stared at it like it was their last lifeline. Then she glanced up at it and gaped. The blood water hadn’t just happened at the college, it was happening everywhere and where the apartment had been spared, not everyone had been lucky. Some who didn’t realize what they were being sprayed with, had giant sores on their backs, shoulders, and legs. Others looked to have horrible sunburns while others were dead.

      “Oh no,” she whispered.

      “Uh, Nova, we should talk now,” Paul said. “Like Professor King said it’s time. You should know the whole truth.”

      She took tentative steps around the couch to sit between all of them. “We’re this deep now. Hit me with it.”

      Paul barked a laugh and shook his head. “Easier said than done.”

      “Well if my truth wasn’t crazy, I am sure yours isn’t either. So tell me.” She sat back and waited. Whatever he’d been meant to tell her, made him uneasy. He glanced at Michael and Matthew then Ryan.

      “You know how you said the Four Horsemen are on the mortal plane, but they’re not actively participating?”

      She nodded.

      “Well, we have been drawn to you for a while now. We saw your essence the minute you stepped onto the campus. We couldn’t leave.”

      Wait. What? She cut her gaze to Ryan who leaned forward and for the first time, allowed her a glimpse of the lust and desire for her to swirl in his mercury-colored eyes. He was absolutely ravenous with it. “You saw what now?”

      “John 1:5 The light shines in the darkness and the darkness has not overcome it...” Ryan said. “You’re the light, drawing us in. You are the brightest light I have ever seen.”

      “I don’t... I don’t understand.” Fear spread its ugly tendrils through her body. What was she missing?

      “Yes you do,” Matthew added. “We know you do. It might be hard to process, but you understand what we’re telling you.”

      Paul stood and the guys followed suit standing before her. Four. “Nova we’re—”

      “The Four Horsemen,” she said in a rush. “Holy crap.”

      One by one they introduced themselves. Paul—Pestilence. Matthew—War. Michael—Famine. Ryan—Death. Low and do I see four angels and death was in the lead... The breath she’d been holding left her on a whoosh.

      “Y-you’re really them,” she whispered. “Like, you’re angels. Real angels.”

      Paul—Pestilence, sat down beside her. “Real angels.”

      “You have wings and everything?” she asked.

      “We do.”

      “But you look so...” She frowned, picking at her shirt.

      “Human?” Matthew—War cocked a brow.

      “Yeah.” She didn’t know what she expected them to look like, but nothing like the men standing in front of her. Yet, their personalities fit who they were. However, it begged the question. “Why aren’t you getting involved?”

      “It’s not right,” Michael—Famine said. “It’s not a natural progression of the second coming.”

      “So, you’re not doing this then?”

      They shook their heads.

      “Then who is? What’s the point? Don’t they understand what will happen if they finish breaking the seals?” She took a shaky breath. “Nothing in this world will ever be the same. We’ll be plunged into darkness forever!”

      “Easy there, star.” Pestilence held his hands up. “Breathe.”

      “I am,” she snapped. “It’s the end of the world.”

      “We can stop it,” Famine said. “Keep it contained and then take the remaining scrolls away.”

      “Where?”

      “Heaven.”

      “Hell,” Death said. “They’d be better protected there.”

      “With Lucifer?” Pestilence scoffed.

      “Better than with God. He appointed the scribes—apostles who wrote this shit. Look at where it’s gotten us!” Famine snarled.

      “I kind of agree,” Nova said. “It didn’t work out really well with the whole heaven thing.”

      War chuckled. "Well, at least you haven't lost your sense of humor."

      “Lucky me.” She peered up at each of the men. “What is it about me that brought us all together?”

      “You’re a beacon. No matter where you are, we’d find you,” Pestilence said.

      “We’ll always be attracted to you,” Famine added. “It’s part of the prophecy.”

      “Part of the what now?” she whispered.

      “Prophecy. Lucifer—sorry you know him as Samael.”

      “I should have fucking known!” she exclaimed, covering her mouth. Her cheeks burned with embarrassment. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry about cussing in front of us. We do it enough already,” Death said.

      “How do you look so human?” The thought had been banging around in her head since they told her about them.

      Pestilence sighed. “It’s a bit technical. In simple terms, when our seals were broken, we were unleashed onto the human plain. Due to us not wanting to fulfill our part of Armageddon we found suitable humans to inhabit.”

      “So you took over people’s bodies?” She couldn’t believe what he’d said.

      "Near death," Famine added. "All of our hosts were friends before death. All of our hosts were the tragic victims of an accident. They were on their way home from a concert when an asshole drunk driver going the wrong way hit them."

      “Oh.” Nova stared down at her hands. “Is your clothing your thing or theirs?”

      “Theirs. We like it,” Famine said. “You like it too, don’t you?”

      She did. She couldn’t deny it. “I do. Who owns this apartment?”

      “Samael,” War said. “We went straight to him when we arrived. He put us here.”

      Paul—Pestilence took her hands and she flinched. The sadness she saw in his eyes when he stepped back from her, sent a pang of admonishment through her. They’d done everything to be nice to her and when she found out the truth, jerk away. Still, how did they think she’d react? She’d just found out everything she knew was wrong.

      “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” Pestilence whispered. “We need to give you time. I understand.”

      “How about you get comfortable and when Samael comes home, we’ll finish this conversation.” War held his hand out to her. “I’ll show you where you can stay.”

      “I think you’re right.” She took his hand, allowing her to follow him. As they started down the hall, she glanced over her shoulder at the others.

      “Don’t worry,” War said. “It’ll work out.”

      Yeah...maybe.

      

      She hadn't expected to fall asleep so easily or for so long when she peered up at the clock on the nightstand. It was then she noticed Profess—Samael sitting beside her. His hands were folded in his lap. He had a congenial smile on his lips, and he appeared to relax. Nova rolled and sat up.

      “Hey,” she said. “I guess it’s your turn to tell me the truth.”

      He shrugged. “Do you believe them?”

      “I do. It makes sense, even though it sounds so farfetched.

      “It’s a bit out there,” he agreed.

      “So are you inhabiting a body too?” she hedged.

      “I am. This man had a long list of bad deeds. I have his soul chained up in hell right now.” He gave her a lascivious smile. “Torture by a thousand feathers.”

      “Uh...” That didn’t sound too scary.

      “Inside his body. Feels like millions of tiny worms crawling through him. The sensation never ends.”

      She shivered. “Okay, that’s gross and creative.”

      “Thank you.” He inched closer to her. “There is something else I want to talk to you about, Nova.”

      “O-kay?”

      “Don’t worry this is going to be a good story.” He grinned. “I think you’ll enjoy it.”

      The fine hairs on the back of her neck stood on end and goosebumps formed along her arms and sides. It was as if there’d been a new type of charge in the air. Static, maybe a by-product of gathered energy unable to spend itself until a conductive line is complete. She leaned forward, entranced by his gaze. The blue hue of his irises swirled and rippled, becoming lighter, almost the shade of ice before darkening.

      “What’s it about?” She licked her lips. Her heart pounded. Her stomach knotted into a tight band of expectancy. She was equal parts intrigued and fearful of the man sitting with her, especially after finding out who he was.

      “A woman. The first woman in fact.”

      “Eve?” She shook her head. “Why?”

      Samael gave her a wry look before dipping his face so that his lips were inches from hers. "Because she is the everlasting light. The first woman. The Guardian. She is the protector."

      “Not really the story I was told,” Nova mumbled. “She was created out of Gods image, stole a rib from Adam and ate the forbidden fruit.”

      “All true, but she is more than what God wanted others to know. She contained the light that would stop the apocalypse.”

      “Come again?”

      “When she was created, God added an extra bit of power to her. You didn’t think the angels and my demons were the only ones who could be different did you?” He sat back. “Yes, there have always been shifters and vampires and fae folk, but us the originals, we are different from those other beings.”

      “Because you’re biblical?” Confusion muddled her thoughts. Nothing of what he said made sense. “Help me here. You’ve got me at a disadvantage.”

      “Eve was human in every way possible. She shouldn’t have had the ability to go from heaven to earth or vice versa. However, upon her death, God gave her light. A soul not bound by conventional rules. She could travel between the planes. Heaven to Earth and to Hell, if she chose to. Because those stupid scrolls were written and then cast into Revelations, there had to be a failsafe.”

      “Failsafe?” She sounded like an illiterate fool.

      “Yes. Eve, when awoken, would be able to stop the apocalypse from happening. She is the key to keeping mankind safe.”

      “Well, how do we find Eve?” If she was the key they couldn’t sit around. They needed Eve three weeks ago, not today. Nova pushed the covers off of her expecting Samael to explain where they’d have to go while she got ready.

      Instead, he pushed closer to her and bent his head, once again, invading her space. "Like this." The minute his lips touched hers, everything fell away. He tapped her forehead with his index finger while his tongue rubbed against hers. The sensation of being bent then folded through time, sent her tumbling, yet, Samael kept her rooted to the spot where she sat and then, the memories assailed her.

      Eden.

      The apple.

      Adam—who kind of looked like, well, Adam. Weird. She knew it all and still retained all of her memories as well. It was bizarre. Uncomfortable mostly.

      When he pulled back, Nova—Eve stared up at him in wide-eyed wonder. She couldn’t quite grasp the sensation, because it was her and Eve, both expressing two different emotions. Eve excitement. Her curiosity. The woman spoke in her mind and milliseconds later, they tumbled from Nova’s mouth. “Lucifer, you’re here too?” Nova scrunched up her nose. “So, you don’t go by Samael in Hell?”

      He laughed. “No. Lucifer is more terrifying don’t you agree?” He stood. “The effects of waking your sleeping soul will abate. Soon, you and Eve will be one person. You’ll...mesh.”

      “Mesh? She’ll be okay with that?” It didn’t make sense at all. Why was Eve in her body? What did she have to do with any of this? Why couldn’t she go back to being ignorant like the rest of society and hide away until the end?

      "Yes. Because, despite what your mind can't comprehend right now, she has always been you and you have always been her. Through several lifetimes, you have shared a body with Eve. You are the only one among us who can do such." He took her hand, tugging her to him. "Think back to the most profound moment in your life and ask yourself, were you alone in making that decision?"

      Drew. She swallowed the lump in her throat just thinking about her friend. She hadn’t been alone when she came up with the plan to get them both out from under her father’s reign of terror. She couldn’t allow him to be hurt anymore or worse killed. “No. I wasn’t.”

      “She was there guiding you, but subconsciously, you thought it was you all along. Now, she has awakened and you two will become a whole.”

      “And stop this mess?” she muttered. “Before it’s too late.”

      “I’m counting on it,” Samael said.

      Nova took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Alright. Let’s do it then.”

      “Now you’re talking. First, we have to tell the others about this development,” he said, wrapping his arm around her.

      “Which reminds me. If they’re the Four Horsemen. Who are Chris and Adam?”

      The devilish gleam in Samael’s eyes as he escorted her out of the room held such meaning now and was a bit ridiculous to say, because, hello, he was the devil. “They are two of my most trusted demons. Claec and Adamah. They will protect you along with the angels.”

      “Ah. Makes sense. Can’t have the devil on the earthly plane without protection. And, why are you here?”

      “I got bored of Hell.”

      “So, who’s running the show down there now?” She arched a brow.

      “Baal.” He said the demon’s name so nonchalant. As though, it wasn’t a big deal the one demon who seemed to cause the most human possessions happened to also be the demon Samael chose to be in charge.

      “The Baal?” she prodded.

      “Yes. He will keep the hellions in line while I am here,” he replied. “Anything else?”

      She shook her head, afraid if she asked anything else, she might be given too much information. Information she wouldn’t know what to do with it. “I’m good. I think.”

      "You're far from it right now, Nova. But, soon you will be when you figure out your place with all of us." They stepped into the living room where the others were still huddled around the television watching updates about the blood water. "Gentlemen, guess who's arrived."

      Pestilence joined them first. “It’s good to see you again, Eve.”

      “Wait...what? You can see her?” Nova wanted to race to the bathroom and see if she too could see the mother of all humanity.

      “In your eyes. She is the light there,” Pestilence replied. “It’s always been there, I couldn’t see it though, until now.”

      Once she was done greeting everyone, Lucifer—er—Samael gathered them around the table. There were still two scrolls left for them to find before they were broken and everything humanity knew existed, would vanish forever.

      No pressure, right?
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      Nova decided to have a conversation with Eve. Silly really. How did one talk to themselves without wondering if the answer was theirs, or the person sharing a body with them? Yet, she tried. After Lucifer—Samael told her about Eve being with her for forever, Nova worried at some point she’d lose herself. That’s she’d disappear and Eve would take over. She didn’t want that. She wanted them to co-operate her body, strange as it seemed. She wanted them to also have a friendly, good-natured relationship.

      You’re losing it, Nova. Maybe, but the thought of disappearing, scared her more than anything else. Nova pushed out of bed and ambled over to her closet to grab a few things to wear. Then she made her way into the bathroom to prepare for the day. Since she didn’t really understand what was happening to her body or more specifically her psyche, she decided to see for herself what the physical changes were to her appearance. Lucifer—Samael said nothing changed. She was still the same old Nova, except for her eyes.

      Standing in front of the mirror, she gazed at herself, trying to find the enhancements or whatever it was called. There, in the flecks of her golden eyes had been the light. Like small orbs of illumination, not really causing a dramatic alteration in her appearance, but enough she could tell she hadn't been alone anymore. Or had she been awoken? Why won’t you talk to me, Eve?

      So frustrating.

      After brushing her teeth and washing her face, she headed back to her room. She closed the door behind her and yawned as she pulled her long chestnut hair back into a ponytail and shrieked when she spotted Paul—Pestilence on lounging on her bed. “Don’t do that.” She placed her hand over her chest, while her heart beat a wild tattoo.

      “I came to check on you,” he answered, undeterred by her admonishment.

      “I’m fine.” She continued to stand there. “Can I have a little privacy?”

      “A little privacy?” He stood then crossed to her. Pestilence towered over her. His gaze touched every inch of her, leaving goosebumps in its wake. “You sure that’s what you want?”

      Her hands trembled. “Yes. For now.”

      He brushed a kiss across her lips and groaned. “You’re still sweet as ever, Nova.” Pestilence cupped her cheek. “You and Eve are the same person. She won’t overtake you if you’re worried.”

      “How do you know?” She hated how small her voice sounded or how desperate she’d been to hear those words.

      “You’re not like us.” He shrugged. “Take your time.”

      “So, your... Your human—” She sighed. “I can’t even begin to describe what you are.”

      He laughed softly. “The soul of our human shells were taken to heaven by Death, moments before we entered their bodies. So we are the soul now.”

      “What if their parents see you? Or their family? Friends?” The idea their families could bump into them even though they’d been pronounced dead—or—were they considered missing since it was an accident? She shook her head. Again, too many questions and not enough answers.

      “What if I told you they were orphans and these four men were all the family they had?”

      "I'd say I'd feel even worse because they didn't have anyone to mourn their loss." She frowned.

      Pestilence wrapped his arms around her. "You'll always have this kind of heart." Heat bloomed where he touched her, and she shivered.

      “You make it sound like a bad thing,” she mumbled against his chest.

      “It’s not.”

      “Mmhm,” she muttered.

      “Come here.” He led her over to the bed. “Sit.”

      “Why?” She gave him a skeptical look. “What are you doing?”

      “Shh... You need to relax.”

      “I’m anything but. You’re making me nervous.” She bit the corner of her lip.

      “Don’t be. Nothing has changed between us.” He paused then chuckled. “Okay, everything has changed, but we’re still... No, that’s not right either.”

      A breathy laugh left her on a rush as he knelt in front of her. “It shouldn’t be weird, but it is right?”

      He nodded. “We’re the same, but not. You’re the real you and I’m the real me.”

      "Well, of course, we're real." Nova smiled.

      “Shut up,” Pestilence teased, before kissing her.

      She melted into it, dropping her brush on the floor. The cool air of the room caressed the exposed skin of her thigh and she moaned into his mouth. Pestilence snarled, deepening the kiss while palming her breasts. The heat of his touch chased away the chill. She pushed into his hand needing more of it—him. She yearned to feel him everywhere and like last time, she didn’t want it to stop. There was a connection between them she couldn’t deny, one she didn’t want to dismiss ever.

      “What’s going on in here?”

      Her head snapped up at Lucifer's voice. Behind him stood the rest of the guys, minus Ryan. Instead of being mortified at being caught once again, this time with Lucifer—Samael, it turned her on. Being awakened as she had, flipped the switch to some parts of her newly integrated psyche while dampening others. Eve, it appeared, had no inhibitions. She practically purred in Nova's mind. They are hot. She agreed with the woman.

      “I’m trying to relax, Nova,” Pestilence said.

      “Oh?” Lucifer stepped forward. “How is it going?”

      Pestilence shrugged. “We’re getting there.” He kissed the inside of her knee. “Weren’t we?”

      Nova gave a dazed nod. “Yeah.” Her words were soft, slightly slurred from arousal.

      Pestilence gave way to Lucifer, who held out his hand to her. Nova took it without hesitation. The scent of the man standing before her enveloped her in cloves and spice with a kick of heat. If she hadn’t been so wound up by his nearness, she’d have laughed at her pun. As it was, she could barely breathe through the thickening air. Her heart galloped in her chest. Her breath hitched when Samael’s eyes ensnared her gaze, holding her more firmly under his influence.

      “Do you know how long I have waited for this moment?” Lucifer whispered into her ear as he tugged her into his arms. His hand traveled up my outer thigh and stops at my hip. “How long I’ve yearned to taste your pureness? Craved sullying you?”

      Nova groaned.

      “She’s so fucking hot.” Pestilence grunted. When Nova opened her eyes, she glanced over at Pestilence. Famine had been at his side, stroking him off. “Sucks you’re making us all wait to fuck her until you do, asshole.”

      Samael chuckled. The dark rumbled sound washed over Nova, and she shivered. “It’s the devil’s pleasure, boys. You’re my minions and she is mine.”

      The way he said, mine, had the hairs on her arms standing on end. His? How? Why? They were in the middle of a battle for their lives or well, humanities, and those six men wanted to...to have sex with her? Right then?

      “Don’t I get a say?” she murmured, glancing over her shoulder. “I should. Don’t you think?”

      The devil ran his tongue along the sensitive skin of her neck and moaned. “Do you really need to be in control that much?”

      Yes. No. She... There were six men in her room. Six demons and angels. Seals were being broken and the apocalypse had been upon them. She should say no. She should shove Lucifer’s hand out from under her skirt and leave. They had things to do and more specifically, find the person or persons trying to bring about the end of the world. Yet, the niggle of arousal flowing through her, since the minute she met them, nipped at her heels, and she couldn’t shake it.

      First, she blamed it on being away from home. Then she blamed it on the intensity of the situation they were all in at the moment. When that didn’t work to cool the growing need building within her, she fell back onto her father’s teachings. Chastity is next to Godliness. Your virginity is precious. Don’t let the spoils of man corrupt your innocence. Nova snorted internally. Not even his words could stop her from wanting them. But, was it her arousal? Her desires? Her lusts or was it Eve’s?

      “I—”

      Lucifer made this sexy sound at the back of his throat—a mixture of a growl and groan—as he spun her around to face the wall. He pressed his groin against her rear, and she sucked in a breath. The hard length of his impressive erection seared her flesh. “Do you want to know what it feels like to have the devil in your creamy pussy?” He slipped his palm over her hip and nestled his fingers between her thighs, touching her intimately. “You’re already so hot and wet.”

      Nova sucked in a breath. “You only want my virginity.”

      He chuckled. “No, Nova. I want every inch of you.” He ran his finger along her slit then tapped her clitoris. “I want to own you. I want to mark you on the inside and the outside. I want to see you take each of my men, my brethren, into your sweet, sweet cunt and watch you climax in their arms. I want you to embrace the darkness and shine within it.”

      She whimpered, wiggling her hips. His words left her achy like her skin was too tight for her body. Nova’s heart hammered. Her knees trembled. They were both still fully clothed and she swore he was already inside of her, churning up a forbidden storm she’d never survive. She swallowed hard, trying to push back at spell he cast.

      The rasp of a zipper caught her attention. Nova glanced over at the doorway of the room and spied Ryan—Death. He leaned against the frame, his expression blank, while his hand worked the thick stalk of his dick. Behind them, the hedonistic sounds of Michael, Paul, Matthew, Adam, and Chris only ramped up the oppressive excitement coursing through her veins.

      “Please...” She couldn’t believe how husky, but reedy her voice had become. She tried to suck in a breath, only to have Lucifer pin her to the wall in front of her—harder—so she couldn’t move.

      “Please, what, Nova? Give me the words. Tell me what you want.” The seductive purr of his voice melted the remaining bits of her resolve.

      “Fuck me.”

      “Naughty girl,” Lucifer said. “Saying such bad words.”

      He chuckled again and she shivered. “Aren’t they the words you wanted?”

      “They are. But, I need more.” Lucifer nipped the edge of her ear, and fire raced through her veins.

      “What?”

      “Say my name.”

      “Say your name?” She shuddered when he slipped his middle finger into her. His languid thrust did nothing to cool the building ardor.

      Nova swallowed hard and let out a shaky breath. “Lucifer, fuck me.”

      He slipped from her, then pushed her plain panties aside and ran his finger through her slit before filling her once more. They both groaned as he pumped the digit in and out of her, mimicking what she was sure he’d do with his cock. “So snug and perfect. You were waiting for me, Nova. You can’t deny it. Instinct told you to save yourself.”

      “Or being raised in a fucked up house did,” she said.

      “No,” he groaned, adding a second finger. “You could have popped your cherry all those times you were with your aunt and uncle, but you didn’t.”

      She frowned. “I—”

      “You don’t have to lie to me.” The devil removed his fingers then stepped back. When he pressed his body to hers once more, he pushed his dick between her legs and teased her entrance. “This is our secret.”

      She looked over my shoulder at him. “Secret?” There were seven men in the room, how the heck would it be a secret.

      “Mmhm.” He grunted. The tip of his cock bumped her clit and she sucked in a breath. “We have our clothes on. You can walk out of here and no one will know you have the devil’s cum inside you.”

      A soft whimper of pleasure fell from her lips while she rocked against him. “You’re so vulgar.”

      “You’ve not seen vulgar yet, Miss Blom.”

      Lucifer aligned the tip of his cock and pushed forward. She gasped, going to her tiptoes. He didn’t stop until he filled her completely. The pinch of pain accompanied the stretching ache of her pussy. It was uncomfortable, but not at the same time. She wanted more yet desperately needed him to stop and give her a second to catch her breath.

      Instead, he pressed his forehead to her back and groaned, long and low. She quivered and pulsed around him as he stilled within her. Then she felt it, the rhythmic pulse and wet heat sensitizing her insides.

      “Look at what you made me do,” he whispered, so only she could hear him. “Made me cum with one thrust.”

      The idea she’d had that much influence over the most powerful of men, sent a thrill through her. She made Lucifer lose control. “I’d say sorry, but...”

      He chuckled and began to move. “We both know you’re not. You’re melting around me at the thought of unmanning me so quick.”

      She did and she didn’t deny it. The pinch of pain and the ache became something more carnal and debauched with each shift of his hips. Every bit of her concentration centered on where they were joined and how much pleasure they could feel together. The anxious knot building within her, twisted into one of bliss centering itself low in her belly. Her clit throbbed and her legs shook. She lowered her hand to cover his as he began to rub the hard bead at the top of her sex.

      “Fuck him,” Ryan said, joining them. “Fuck him hard, Nova. Because when he is done with you, it’s my turn.”

      The thought of having death inside her sent another thrill she couldn’t explain through her. She rocked back against Lucifer, meeting him stroke for stroke. With their encouragement, she began to float, but the burning lust coursing through her veins kept her grounded to them. Ryan—Death, palmed her breasts through her sweatshirt and for the first time since she woke up, she hated the fact she’d gotten dressed. Lucifer fucked her with hard, demanding strokes, the length of his cock tapping a place within her, so sinful she’d thought she’d died and gone to hell, it felt so good.

      “She’s so fucking hot. Like liquid gold on my dick.” His fingers dug into the flesh of her hip while the other continued to toy with her clit. “This is only the beginning, Nova.”

      Everything inside of her tightened in expectation. She went to her tiptoes once more. Her breath left her in heaving pants. Pleasure zinged through her veins. Every pinprick of pleasure narrowed to where she and Lucifer were joined and where Ryan’s fingers pinched and played with her nipples.

      Nova glanced up into Ryan’s unnaturally mercury-colored eyes and cried out. The wicked grin he gifted her with was filled with promise and intentions. “Please...” She uttered the word again on a sob of need.

      “You don’t have to beg,” Lucifer whispered in her ear. “But, it doesn’t hurt either.” He bit down on the lobe of Nova’s ear and everything inside of her shattered.

      She let out a strangled scream as her release rushed through her. Lucifer’s pace faltered then picked up speed. The sounds he made extended Nova’s pleasure until he shoved deep and pulsed within her once more. She couldn’t move. She couldn’t speak. Nova sucked air trying to catch her breath. Lucifer groaned behind her and began to move again before pulling out.

      The warmth of his body left hers momentarily. When he returned, he stood beside her while Ryan removed her sweater and short skirt. She didn’t know exactly why she picked out such minuscule pieces of material other than she’d been feeling a bit rebellious since Lucifer tapped her forehead, waking her—Eve. The cool air of the room hit her skin and she shivered.

      “To the bed.” Ryan picked her up and carried her over to where everyone else lay in a tangle of bodies and limbs.

      Michael stared down at Nova with a lascivious smile on his lips while Paul fucked him. “I almost came when you did. The sweet sound of your pleasure...” He groaned, lowering his hand to his dick. “Makes me so hard.”

      She inhaled.

      “I think she likes watching you get fucked,” Ryan said, stroking himself. “Don’t you, Nova?”

      She nodded, afraid if she said anything the spell they were under would be broken and she’d wake in a tangle of sheets, mortified by her dream. It has to be a dream, no way in hell any of these guys would like me. Maybe Drew and I got into an accident or something... It would also explain the whole apocalypse thing along with thinking seven guys were the Four Horsemen, the devil, and the devil's minions.

      “Paul get closer. I want her to suck Michael’s dick while I fuck her,” Ryan stated, drawing her back to the conversation. “Chris and Adam, suck on her nipples. Matthew...”

      “Clean me up,” Lucifer said, lounging in the chair beside the bed. “If you do a good enough job, you can have her pussy after Ryan.”

      Matthew was the strong silent type. He didn’t say much, but he was expressive. The look on his face said it all. He enjoyed the idea of sucking the devil’s dick while also earning the chance to fuck her as well. Nova arched off the bed the minute Chris took her nipple into his mouth and sucked. It had been as though her nipple and clit were joined together by some unseen thread. With each pull of his mouth, her clit throbbed more. Then Adam joined in and she thought she would die right there.

      Ryan hitched her legs over his elbows and opened her up. He sucked in a breath and moaned. “Nothing like seeing cum slipping out of a pretty pussy.” He adjusted himself then filled her with a single thrust.

      Nova screamed.

      Her fingernails bit into his thighs as pain and pleasure tore through her. Ryan bent his head and groaned out a string of curses. When his mercury-colored eyes flashed to hers, the intensity in them destroyed her. She saw everything there. Lust. Greed. Desire. He was unguarded with his emotions and it was then she realized, he wasn’t just a demon or an angel of death, he was more than that.

      “Should have told us how good she’d feel,” Ryan said as he began to move. “Got me so close.”

      Lucifer grunted. “I did. You weren’t paying attention. Fuck. So eager.” He threaded his fingers through Matthew’s short mohawk and guided him over his semi-erect dick. “That’s it, take it like a good little angel of war.”

      Michael appeared above her, straddling the sides of her face, obscuring her view of Lucifer and Matthew partially. He stroked himself and used the webbing of precum dripping from his fingers to paint her lips. She licked them and moaned. He tasted of spice, desperation and something tantalizing. Something she didn’t think there was a name for. She palmed his hard, sticky erection and pumped her fist, yearning for another taste of him. He shuddered and gave her a dreamy smile.

      “Tell me, princess, have you ever sucked dick before?” Michael asked.

      “No,” she answered. “Not really. I mean, you guys kind of walked in the first time I tried.”

      Paul grumbled. “Assholes all of you.”

      “Well then, today is your lucky day.” Michael positioned the tip of his dick at her mouth. The sticky pre-cum dotted it and she’d wanted to sample him again. She wanted to spread it across her lips and lick them. The curious flavor she couldn’t quite name darkened and fizzled on my taste buds.

      Nova moaned.

      “Do it, Nova,” Ryan groaned. “Suck his dick. Let us watch you.”

      She opened my mouth and Michael sank into her, almost touching the back of her throat. He groaned her name then let out a soft sigh as Paul began to move again. Nova closed her eyes and sank into the sensations surrounding her. She couldn’t focus on just one particular person, nor did she even try to. They were an enigma of energy flowing back and forth between them. The term infinity popped into her mind and yes, it made sense.

      Infinity.

      No end.

      No, begin.

      They just were.

      She gave over to each one of them. From the tug at her nipples to the way Ryan manipulated her clit. Add in how Michael made her take his cock almost to the back of her throat before pulling out and thrusting again. They owned her. Defiled her in the most glorious ways and she loved it.

      “Fuck yes,” Ryan groaned. “So good. So tight. Gonna come.”

      The air in the room changed once more. A silent edgy vibe settled over them. They were all there together. Touching and playing with one another. The sounds they made were decadent and sensual. It flowed through each of them connecting each of them to this unseen thread until they were all out of their minds with bliss. When she cut her gaze back to Lucifer, she realized it’d been because of the devil. They were all connected to him and through him, their passion grew until she thought she’d died.

      Death by sex had a sweet, tantalizing ring to it.

      She whimpered and met Ryan’s thrusts with her own. She chased her orgasm until everything exploded within her and she was coming. Ryan let out a harsh growl as he pumped his hips twice more before stilling. He ground his pelvis against hers and the warmth of his release filled her. Above her, Michael sighed before pulling from her mouth. He palmed his erection and leaned over her, jerking his dick until he came, coating her stomach in his release. Paul was next to find his orgasm then Adam and Chris.

      She glanced over at Lucifer who wore an expression of pure gratification while holding Matthew’s head in place. Even though she couldn’t fully see what he was doing she caught a glimpse of his dick throbbing and knew the devil had cum down the throat of his horseman. The scene sent a bolt of lust through her.

      “Fuck.” Ryan groaned when she tightened around him. “Whatever you’re seeing over there” —He drew her attention back to him— “keep that up and I’m fucking you again.”

      She laughed softly. “Something tells me you could.”

      Ryan slipped from her and cursed. “Damn straight.” He looked over to Matthew and Lucifer. “But, it’s Matthew’s turn.”

      “I’m afraid Matthew wasted his load,” Lucifer said. “Our little show was too much for the big silent man.”

      Nova glanced over at where Matthew knelt. There in front of him was a puddle of cum. “That’s fucking hot.”

      Matthew’s gaze snapped to hers as he heaved out a breath.

      She held out my hand to Matthew. “A deal is a deal, after all.”

      Lucifer grinned. “Yes, it is. Matthew, go sully our beautiful light. And, if you do a good job, I’ll let you suck my dick again.”

      A visible shudder of arousal pulsed through Matthew and his dick went ridged. Now she’d been positive, even if she were stuck in some weird dream, she didn’t want to be wakened.

      Not yet anyway.

      Probably not ever.
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      It should have stayed a dream.

      Mid-day light flowed into the master bedroom, demanding she finally rouse from the tangle of limbs surrounding her. Lucifer—Samael lay pressed her back, surrounding her in his warmth. Strange, she never suspected the devil to be so cuddly. Yet, as she glanced over her shoulder, he appeared content and at peace.

      War—Matthew lay beside him, his arm draped over the devil, so his fingers touched her arm. Pestilence—Paul lay in front of her, his leg entwined with hers while Famine—Michael slept a bit lower, almost like a puppy curled at their feet. Ryan—Death had already left the bed as well as Chris—Claec and Adam—Adamah.

      The smell of fresh coffee filled her lungs as she inhaled with a stretch. Those still with her, began to stir as well. No one made any move to get out of bed. As much as she too wanted to spend the day in bed, she also remembered they had a job to do—stop whoever was breaking the seals.

      Nova went to sit up when Lucifer's hand stilled her. "You can rest five more minutes with us." His hand slipped between her thighs and she gasped. "Maybe longer than five minutes."

      She let out a soft sigh. The idea of sinking back into the sumptuous decadence of sex with the devil aroused her, but duty to the world took precedence at the moment, even if she didn’t like it. “I want to, but...”

      He grumbled. “Later then.” He kissed the side of her neck. “Then you’re all mine for the evening.”

      “What about the others?”

      “They’ll have their turn. Until then, we have a job to do.” He eased out from behind her then extended his hand.

      Nova took it. “Yes. I should have gone out long before now.”

      “Things did take an interesting turn this morning,” Lucifer said, with a chuckle.

      “I’m not complaining.” She held up her hands. “Why don’t you wake everyone, and I’ll grab a shower. The sooner we start searching, the quicker we can end this.”

      He gave a curt nod. “Yes. I agree.”

      Nova grabbed a change of clothes then headed for the bathroom to take a quick bath. She'd given their situation some thought, if hers and the guys' estimates were true, the person breaking the seals was closer than they realized. It could be someone at school, but who?

      She dunked her head into the spray then began to scrub it with her hair soap. She’d been asking herself the same question for days. Who could be breaking the seals? Who’d know what it means and what would happen to humanity? It didn’t make any sense. To her, and what she’d seen with her father’s flock, everyone had been afraid of it. Sure, they’d quip about a president or some kind of crap being the anti-Christ.

      This though...

      Nova pushed her hair from her face. No matter how many times she turned it over in her mind, it didn't make a lick of sense. She thought the seals were always some metaphoric meaning for the Bible, never actual scrolls. Yet, in the past few weeks, she'd come to realize everything she thought she knew, didn't come close to what happened in reality. Nor the idea someone would deliberately bring the end of times upon humanity.

      Once she was finished with her shower, and still nowhere near an answer, Nova stepped out of the bathroom, dressed and ready to go. The low murmurs of conversation drew her into the kitchen where everyone sat, waiting for her. Heat filled her cheeks. At some point, during their debauched early morning, each of the men staring at her had been inside her. Pleasure pushed away the heat of embarrassment.

      Seven sets of eyes gazed at her, as she stepped over to the coffee pot and grabbed a cup. She sighed as the bitter brew snapped on her tongue and awakened her senses. When she opened her eyes, they were still looking at her. Subconsciously, she wanted to slink away and hide until they were all gone, however, that was the old Nova, and now that Eve had been awakened within her, she didn't have to hide. The woman gave Nova an extra bit of confidence.

      “Good morning.” She pressed a kiss to each of their cheeks. “Do we have a plan?”

      They stared at her for another moment, before their jumbled conversation began again. Matthew shrugged as he talked, while Lucifer spoke to Claec and Adamah. Nova shrugged a shoulder before joining them at the table. By their conversation alone, she figured they had nothing yet.

      "So, I was thinking of looking around campus," she blurted, cutting off their conversations. "For all, we know it's a student. I mean, the majority of stuff has been happening here."

      “Good point,” Lucifer said. “I have class from one until midnight. I’ll keep my eye out for anything suspicious as well.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Paul added. “You’ll need the extra help.”

      “Me too,” Michael said.

      “The rest will spend the day digging up what they can.” Lucifer stepped in front of her. “Later, you’ll come see me and report.”

      The way he stared at her, curled her toes. She had a sneaky suspicion that wasn’t all he expected when she found him later on. The intent in his eyes was clear, he’d finish what he started earlier. A hot rush of anticipation filled her body. She licked her lips. “Sure, I’ll bring Michael and Paul.”

      The devious gleam in his eyes when he leaned down to brush his lips over hers, left her a puddle of goo on the floor. He didn't hide the fact he craved her. She tingled from head to toe and though she tried to admonish herself for being a sex-crazed hussy, it didn't hold, if anything it turned her on even more.

      “Then I will see you later tonight.” He left her side and placed the cup he’d been holding in the sink. “Do try to be careful. We don’t want to arouse any suspicion. As it stands, the person is cracking a seal almost two a week. We don’t need to up his or her timetable.”

      Lucifer was right. If they found the person responsible or the person found out they were looking, the whole thing could be over before they even had a chance to save humanity. “You’re right. We’ll be careful and stay diligent.”

      “That goes for all of you.” He gave all of us a pointed glare, then turned to leave.

      Once he was gone, Ryan grabbed her arm and pulled her away from the others. “Don’t do anything stupid today.”

      “I could say the same for you too,” she replied.

      His mercury eyes swirled. “Are you sure you want to do this part? We can take care of it.”

      “It’s my destiny. I can’t sit back and let you do everything, can I?” She glanced up at him. “I appreciate your worry. I know my name is on your list for some point in my life, but today is not it.”

      He sighed. “So stubborn.” He placed a kiss on her forehead. “It’s what I like and hate about you.”

      She laughed. “Same.”

      When they rejoined the group, they made their final arrangements then headed out. Because of their early morning romp between the sheets, they’d lost precious hours of search time—not that she’d change it for anything. She couldn’t think about it right then, but later, she would pull apart what happened and... Nope, she wouldn’t think about the way they touched her or how they made her feel.

      “Where would you go to do something like this where no one would find you?” She said her question aloud, but also more for herself.

      “I have been wondering the same thing,” Paul muttered. “Butchers are a dime a dozen, but finding the space to enact the ritual, someone would have seen something. Right?”

      She nodded. “You’d think so.”

      “Are there any empty dorms on campus?” Michael asked. “If we go with the idea the person is close by, of course.”

      "You're a genius," Nova said. "We should find out from school."

      “Or we could hack into the systems,” Paul hedged. “I might have a... Qualification for that.”

      “Do I really want to know?” She quirked a brow.

      “Probably not.” He laughed. “Give five minutes.”

      Since the apartment wasn't far from campus, they sat on one of the first benches under a tree near the main buildings of the campus. Paul retrieved his laptop from his bag then opened it. His fingers raced over the keyboard and Nova watched along with Michael in fascination as the campus blueprint appeared on the screen.

      “Tell me you won’t get into trouble for that,” she muttered taking in the layout.

      “I won’t,” he said with a grin.

      “Look, there.” Michael pointed to a building she’d seen on campus, but never went to. “I’ve seen that place. It’s under renovations.”

      “Then we should start there,” she said, intuition telling her that’s where they needed to be.

      Paul closed his computer and stuffed it into his satchel as they walked across campus. Since the incident with the water, the place had grown quiet. Most of the students had fled until the situation could be cleaned up and contained. There were still no answers as to what happened, of course, they knew what it was. Telling others though, not happening. Nova couldn't bear the thought of laying it out to everyone. Chances were they wouldn't believe her anyway or they would, and it would start a mass panic. Plus, the pesky issue of whoever started this, would catch wind of her knowing and would either break the rest of the seals or come after her.

      She couldn’t have any of those situations on her hands.

      As they strode through the campus, some students were huddled together talking in hushed tones. All of them wondered what was happening and who’d pull such a sick prank. Who indeed, she thought passing them. She’d been trying to work that problem out since she’d climbed out of bed. Who had nothing to lose and everything to gain from unleashing the wrath of God?

      She scrubbed her forehead as they came to the building from the schematics. Scaffolding and boards were placed around the building. Some windows were covered with tarps while others, covered by boards. The doors were open as if someone had been working as well. If anyone had picked this particular building to bring about the end of the world, they ran the risk of getting caught.

      Nova frowned. “It can’t be here.”

      “Won’t know until we go inside.” Paul ushered her forward. “Doesn’t look like anyone has done anything for a few months.”

      “Since the tornado at least,” Michael agreed.

      “Lead the way,” she whispered, convinced this building couldn’t be the place.

      “Since there are three floors of dorms, we should each take a hall, and check all the doors,” Paul stated. “Shout if you find anything.”

      When they stepped inside, the place like Michael and Paul stated had been empty. No one worked on the broken battered walls. No one plastered the holes left behind by scraping off tile from the walls. No one had framed out the holes left behind by a demolition crew. The place was a scary skeletal remains of a building.

      Nova took the stairs in a hurry to the second floor while Michael continued to the third. Room by room she went. She started on the left and went to the right. Each door had been locked. Nothing had been disturbed. Not even a whiteboard explaining when RA meetings were and who to call for maintenance. It was as if everyone in the building disappeared. A shiver of dread raced down her spine. What the heck happened in this place?

      As she grabbed the handle of the door, midway down the hall, she caught a streak of light coming from one of the other rooms. Her heart began to race. Adrenaline coursed through her veins. Before she realized she’d done it, she stood in front of the door that stood partially ajar. Of all the rooms she’d checked all but this one had been locked.

      It can’t be this easy, right? She pushed the thought aside and stepped inside.

      Nova gasped in horror.

      The smell of copper and the metallic taste of blood had her gagging. She doubled over, grabbing her stomach as she tried not to vomit in the room. She backed out of the area and sucked in deep gulps of air, trying to clear her senses. Either someone had committed several murders in that room, or she'd found the place.

      Nova ran up the stairs first and grabbed Michael. She couldn’t speak yet for fear of throwing up when she revealed what she’d found. She then, with Michael in tow, went in search of Paul. When she found him as well, she took them back to the room where she’d been. Nova braced her hands on her knees to catch her breath and steel her nerves. She pointed to the space. “There.” Her voice came out as a croak while she continued to will her body into submission.

      She couldn’t lose it now. Later. When she was alone, she’d allow the horrors of what she saw overtake her.

      She peered inside the area once more. The walls were covered in pentagrams drawn in blood along with a goat’s head. White candles filled the area as well along with red and black ones. They were placed in a circle in the middle of the floor and wax from where they’d burn, surrounded each of them. Against the wall facing the wooded area behind them sat a twin bed, covered by cheap bedding. She scrunched up her face. Does someone live here? How?

      “Look, here!” Paul said pointing to the closet. “The broken scrolls.”

      “Would it be too much to hope all of the remaining ones are there too?”

      Paul snorted. “One could only wish. It’s the broken ones and they’re already beginning to disintegrate.”

      “Crap,” she muttered.

      “I found the blood or what’s left of it,” Michael said, holding up the butcher bag. “Looks like it’s local too.”

      A piece of paper on the floor near the bed caught her attention and she went to it. She snatched it up and hurried out of there. Even being in there for a second made her stomach churn with revolt. She glanced down at the page in her hand and frowned. "These are notes... Oh, God. Oh no."

      She thrust the paper into Paul’s hand who snarled when he saw the name. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. Him? Why him?”

      She shook her head. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      They had a name now. Isaiah Marshall.

      “This fucker doesn’t believe in anything the Bible says!” Michael growled. “How could he be the one breaking the seals?”

      Nova nibbled on her bottom lip, trying desperately to put it all together. “Do you think it’s someone blaming him for it?”

      Paul scrubbed his head. “I don’t know.”

      It kind of made sense though. Someone who doesn’t believe. How do you humiliate those who believe in a higher power? How do you bring religion to its knees? “I think I figured it out.” She started away from the door. “We have to go find Lucifer. Now.”

      “Are you going to tell us?” Paul prodded.

      “I have to get all the pieces in order first,” she answered. “But, how do you destroy all of the religions in the world with one simple act?”

      Paul stared at her as they stepped out of the building and headed back to Williams Tower. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “I wish I was,” she murmured. “The only one who could tell us for sure if we’re on the right track is teaching Biblical Studies right now.”

      They had their first real clue since everything began three weeks ago. Nova and her angels and demons had a real chance of finding Isaiah and stopping him before he ended the world as they all knew it. A sense of rightness filled Nova as she stepped into the building. This was what she was meant to do with her life. She had been where she'd always needed to be. Everything, right or wrong her father taught her about survival and the Bible would be what protected her now more than anything else.

      A loud rumble pulled her from her thoughts as she was thrown into the wall beside her. The ground gave a heavy heave and shook harder than anything she’d ever experienced. The screams of those students in the building rang in her ears. They were too late. Deep down she knew it. Another seal had been broken.

      Paul’s face appeared in front of her, pulling her up as the ceiling and bodies fell around her. He yelled at her, but she couldn’t understand anything he said while dragged her out into the open, away from the building. The ground continued to violently shake, opening up giant fissures, swallowing trees and benches. Facade from the buildings fell to the ground breaking into a million pieces.

      The trees surrounding swayed to-and-fro, almost touching the ground as they bent with the waves of the earthquake. Nova clung to Paul and Michael, burying her face in their chests because she couldn't bear to see what happened next. Though they might have figured out who was responsible for bringing about the end of the world, they still had more work to do and this earthquake would only make it harder on them.

      If they were going to save humanity, or what was left of it, they were going to have to find Isaiah and bring him to justice. When the shaking stopped, Lucifer, Matthew, Claec, Ryan, and Adamah were there with her. The screams of those trapped and the sobs of those frightened to death would haunt Nova forever.

      The battle was just beginning though. She'd have to push aside all of her fears and worries and save humanity. If she was the chosen one, she'd don her shield and take up her sword. Humanity was counting on her, after all. Her name was Nova Blom, and she was and will always be the light in the darkness.
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      They called her Lilith. Cast out of Eden and sent to Earth as punishment for her sins, they expected her to die. She had other plans.

      From among the other outcasts sent to Earth, she has brought together six of the most powerful, inhuman males for one purpose – to summon forth Ragnarök and turn the Earth into a new Dark Eden of her own design.

      Heaven and Hell shall fall, Humanity shall be overthrown, and Lilith plans to rise as the Queen of Darkness.

      But in order to rule, she must first submit, and that may be the most difficult task of all.

      

      The Apocalypse is Coming…but only after Lilith does!
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      This is not a romantic love story. This is a dark, twisted Omegaverse tale, which involves elements of power exchange, dubcon (dubious consent), violence against women, rough sex, unprotected sex, group sex, blasphemy, cursing, and the apocalypse. It also involves knots, Alphas and Omegas, primal eroticism, and finding power through submission.

      

      None of these characters are heroes, none of them are redeemable, they are monsters who glory in their excesses; and they’re just fine with that!

      

      Personally, I blame L. A. Boruff, Montana Ash & Addison Cain for inspiring this particular tale!
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            In the Beginning

          

        

      

    

    
      When his rough, calloused hand slid up over her stomach to cup one of her breasts, Lilith arched her back against his broad chest, pressing into his talented touch. His large, nude body pressed into her, molding against the long, lean lines of her body as she felt the weight of his morning arousal swelling against her exposed backside.

      He brushed cool lips against the nape of her neck, rocking his hips so his engorged cock slid along the cleft of her ass, while a strong hand on her hip tugged her back against him.

      “Aloha kakahiaka, ku’uipo. Nou no ka ‘i’ini.”

      His deep voice was raspy with desire, sparking an answering need within her.

      Unfortunately, it was time for her to leave. Seriously, she really had to get going. Today was simply too important; she had waited too long for just this moment to finally happen.

      Turning in his arms, Lilith slid her hands over the tattooed, bronzed flesh of his smooth, densely muscled chest until she could wrap her hands around his neck. Leaning into him, she bit back a moan at the delicious bite of pain still lingering between her thighs as she brushed her lips against his stubborn chin. His scent was intoxicating, the distinct smell of the ocean, mixed with the peppery, piney-earthy scent of the kava he adored.

      “I should go, Kamo.” It may have come out more as a question than as a statement, which he sensed because he pounced upon that flicker of indecision like a shark scenting blood; which given his nature, was not the least bit surprising.

      Throwing a brawny leg over hers, arms wrapping around her waist, Kamohoali’i trapped her against his muscular body. The raw heat of his cock nestled against her exposed sex as he engulfed her in his thick arms, and as it pulsed against her bare pussy, she felt an answering pulse inside her, as fresh arousal.

      “Just once more, ku’uipo,” his breath was hot against the slender column of her neck, his tongue sliding up along her carotid artery and sharply reminding her of the intense pleasures his tongue always brought her when he had his face buried between her legs. “Before you gotta go.”

      Kamo worshipped a woman’s pussy the same way he lived his entire existence—ravenously. Yet, that was the least of his many, many other highly desirable physical qualities.

      Feeling the familiar, languorous heat flare to life within her, Lilith didn’t resist as Kamo rolled over unto his back with her still trapped in his embrace. Splaying her palms across his chest, she pushed herself upright as she slid her legs to straddle his thick thighs.

      With a wicked grin, she rotated her hips, letting his thick cock glide between the swollen folds of her sex. The slick flow of her arousal lubricated his throbbing, blood-engorged organ, while the flex of her inner thigh muscles drug a guttural groan from his chest as he bucked upwards, grinding that delicious cock hard against her heated pussy.

      Dragging large, calloused hands up over the curve of her ass, Kamo’s fingers slid up over her slender ribcage, until his enormous palms engulfed her pert breasts. Leaning up, his abdomen flexing impressively, he caught a pink-tipped nipple between his lips, his wicked tongue lavishing the nipple to a hard nub, teasing her with sharp nips of his sharp, pointed teeth.

      With a contented moan, Lilith wrapped her hands around the back of Kamo’s bald scalp, arching her back with hedonistic abandon as she pressed eagerly into his sensual assault, savoring the sensations as they washed over and through her body.

      The feel of his hungry mouth devouring her breast, each tug of his lips, every nip of his teeth, made her gasp.

      The flex of his thick, veiny cock as he drove it purposefully, eagerly against her, made her instinctively rock her hips to meet every rocking thrust of his hips.

      The strength in his hands as he slid them worshipfully over her taut body, making her squirm as he unerringly stroked those spots that enflamed her.

      “Fuck it,” Lilith muttered to the ceiling. “I can be fashionably late.”

      Placing her hands against Kamo’s brawny shoulders, Lilith shoved the massive male backwards until he was sprawled prone on the bed.

      Smirking up at her, Kamo raised his arms, biceps flexing and his pectoral muscles swelling impressively, as he tucked his hands behind his head, assuming the position. His eyes had

      “I’m ready, ku’uipo,” Kamo’s flat-gray eyes were nearly solid black as his pupils expanded. Combined with the sharp, fang-filled grin on his face, even prone he resembled the predator that he was. “Use me as you will.”

      Running her hands down over Kamo’s impressive torso, Lilith met his smirk with one of her own; a little less “fangy,” perhaps, but every bit as predatory as his was. Wrapping her slender fingers around his engorged cock, Lilith glided her hand along its length, appreciating the unique characteristics of his organ. Thicker at the base, where it rested above his fist-sized testicles, it gradually tapered upwards. Ridged with thick, pulsing veins, the flesh was silky smooth and blazing hot beneath her touch. Unlike many human males, there was no excess skin to form a protective hood over his glans, and even his glans was…deliciously different. There was no flare around the base of his glans, instead it tapered to a narrow point—a spear Kamo knew how to use all-too well.

      “Do you want ‘em both, ku’uipo?” Kamo growled low and soft, his eyes intent on hers. His body was taut, tense, as he resisted the urge to thrust into her hand. Experience had taught him that she preferred to take complete control, and as long as he gave himself to her not-always-so-tender mercies, he would have no complaints.

      She had trained him well; as she trained all her lovers.

      “Tempting,” Lilith purred as she traced her nails teasingly over the tiny buds of his dark nipples, drawing a low groan from him that punctuated her words. Her eyelids grew heavy with desire as she remembered the times she had taken Kamo’s second cock. As a shark god, he could adopt certain characteristics of his shark nature even in human guise, and his ability to skillfully wield two cocks was one of the qualities she most appreciated. “But no, I’m afraid we must make this swift. A quickie, I believe they’re called nowadays.”

      Kamo’s pout would have been adorable, even to Lilith, but she shrugged it away to focus on what she desired right now.

      A hard, fast fuck.

      Gripping his cock in a tight grasp, Lilith angled her hips and guided his tip to the entrance of her sex. Thighs flexing, she lifted herself until he was poised just so, then with a throaty sigh of pleasure, lowered herself down upon him, sheathing his cock within her welcoming heat.

      Kamo threw his head back, his lips parting on a husky growl of pleasure as he was engulfed in the molten, silken depths of Lilith’s body. Her inner muscles gripped him tight, fluttering around his shaft as she slowly, but surely, took every throbbing inch of him inside her.

      Splaying her hands on his pecs, Lilith braced herself as she tossed her head, sending her long, platinum blonde hair cascading around her lithe body. Digging her nails into Kamo’s dense muscles, she rotated her hips, using her knees for purchase as she pressed downwards until she could feel his pubic bone grinding against her clit.

      Kamo’s chest heaved beneath her hands, his breathing quickly growing ragged as he clenched his hands behind his head. A deep, chuffing groan vibrated through him, his muscles already straining as he struggled to restrain his innate urges to claim and dominate, to take control.

      Flexing her inner muscles, reminding him who was truly in control, Lilith waited until he opened his eyes, his gaze glassy with lust as he focused on her face.

      “The things you do to me,” he growled, “The things I want to do to you.”

      Lilith shook her head, gently patting his chest, as she demurred, “You know by now that I cannot, Kamo. It’s not in my nature to give up control. I could not, would not for my ‘husband,’ and I was cast out for that, demonized.”

      “I would worship you, as you deserve,” Kamo exclaimed, his eyes intense, his features sharpening with feral intensity, “Let me show you how it can be, ku’uipo. Give up this plan of yours, come with me back to my kingdom, let me make you a queen!”

      Lilith shook her head. “I cannot, Kamo. There are things I set in motion thousands of years before you were even born that are finally coming to fruition. I shall see them through ‘til the bitter end.”

      Pressing a hand over his mouth, halting any further words, Lilith said softly, “Please, Kamo, let us just have these last moments together. Then, you must return to your kingdom with your siblings. Pele has already done her part, as have you all, and I do not wish to see any of you caught in what is to come…”

      He nipped at her hand, but Lilith just laughed and shook her head once more. “No, Kamo. The time for talking is over. Just lay back, close your eyes, and give me control.”

      When he relaxed beneath her hand, when he nodded his head slowly, reluctantly giving in to her wishes, Lilith leaned forward and pressed a tender kiss in the center of his chest, in the deep ridge between his swollen pectorals, in reward for his self-control.

      “Good boy,” she murmured against his tangy, sweaty flesh, her lips curling in a small, teasing grin, before she rose up over him.

      Lifting her hands, brushing her hair back over her shoulders so her breasts were on full display, Lilith grinned as Kamo’s eyes glazed over and focused on the creamy orbs. Cupping them, she began massaging her breasts, squeezing and stroking her slender fingers over her pale flesh, teasing her pink nipples until they were rosy peaks that had the beast of a male beneath her salivating.

      She did so love to tease the beasts, but time was passing, and she really did have places to be.

      Feeling his delicious cock pulsing inside of her, Lilith closed her eyes and lowered her hands from her breasts until once more they rested upon Kamo’s broad chest. Tuning out the rest of the world, letting everything mundane and pressing fall into the background, Lilith threw herself into the moment.

      It was hard and fast. The sound of flesh meeting flesh, of grunts from him and soft moans from her filled the room. Beneath her, Kamo’s body rocked from the force of her thrusts, his tense body held perfectly still, muscles straining as he viciously held himself back.

      Thankfully, Kamo could take a pounding. The god’s inhuman body was able to withstand Lilith’s rigorous and ruthless hungers, if only just barely. With humans, with mortals, she always had to hold back, be careful not to break their bones or snap them in half with her own inhuman strength.

      Lilith was ancient, even by immortal standards, and with age came power. Amongst the immortals condemned to Earth, she was amongst the most powerful and most feared, her infamy spreading far and wide—even if most of what was said about her was little more than apocryphal heresy.

      In comparison, Kamo and his siblings were young by immortal standards, barely two thousand years of age, although they had been forced to mature rapidly when they too had been chased from their homeland, before they had made the Hawaiian Islands their home.

      Rotating her hips, ensuring that Kamo’s cock had the perfect angle to bring her maximum pleasure, Lilith’s breaths grew shallow, her soft moans growing louder, more desperate, as she chased the orgasmic release she needed to survive.

      Her body shook as perspiration making her body gleam like polished ivory in the early morning light streaming through the penthouse windows overlooking Diamondhead and the Pacific beyond. The heavy winds tore through the open windows, bringing the light misting of the precipitation that gave Hawaii its famous rainbows, but they did little to cool her feverish flesh.

      Undulating in a primal dance older than humanity, Lilith rode Kamo with an urgency bordering on desperation. Kamo’s deepening groans, the guttural grunts of her name that bore both a plead and demand, drove Lilith harder. Her nails raked at his flesh, leaving deep, bloody furrows in their wake, as she felt the tidal pressure of her release threatening to crash through her. Lilith fought her way towards orgasm, clawing her way forward, but it kept eluding her, dancing just outside of grasp.

      Until Kamo could hold back his own pleasure no longer, and in giving up his own control, he drove her over the edge.

      Kamo’s cock swelled within her, forcing her aching inner muscles to strain to contain him, as the sudden explosion of his thick, hot seed battering against her insides drove her over the edge and sent her crashing into ecstasy. Every forceful pulse of his cum sent shockwaves exploding within her, tearing a cry of release from her throat as his potent essence flooded her to overflowing with his offering.

      Surging downwards, driving him as deep within her as he could possibly go, Lilith froze atop of him, soaking up the sheer pleasure as he spilled himself within her. Shuddering, she bit back a cry as she felt his power flowing through her, energizing her with the very source of life itself, the intoxicating high making her quiver with its strength.

      When her breathing finally slowed, when the pleasure washed away and she could open her eyes, Lilith looked down at Kamo, her lips parting in a smile of satisfaction.

      He had passed out, his lips parted in a soft snore, his face slack in a blissful expression.

      Chuckling softly, Lilith shook her head as she slowly leveraged herself off his prone form and off the bed. Brushing a tender kiss against his forehead, she padded into the shower.

      She would have to rush through her morning ablutions in order to make her scheduled appointment. As she leaned her forehead against the cool slate of her shower, letting the multiple showerheads blast her flesh with scalding, soothing heat, she gathered herself, mentally preparing herself for what was to come.

      It was time to begin the ending of the world as everyone knew it.

      Hopefully, she would survive the ordeal ahead, but if not, at least she had these last few moments of bliss with sweet Kamo before the end.
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      “Where is the fucking bitch?” He was not amused. Not in the slightest. “The Bitch Queen has the audacity to summon us, and the sheer gall to leave us waiting?”

      “Oh, do shut up, Cain,” Loki said with an exaggerated roll of vivid purple eyes towards the pacing man. “Although, it’s good to see that those anger management classes have worked miracles for your temperament.”

      “Fuck you, pussy,” Cain growled, turning towards the indolent trickster god, who sat sprawled with one leg thrown carelessly over the arm of the elegant antique settee nearly as old as the thousand-year-old castle they had been summoned to.

      “Please do,” Loki replied sweetly, batting his eyes flirtatiously at the large, brutish man. In the blink of an eye, Loki’s appearance grew softer, more feminine, his voice slipping into a husky, seductive timbre as she purred, “It’s been awhile since I’ve been fucked by a mongrel, and my kids could use a new baby brother to torment.”

      Running a hand down the slender column of her neck, Loki thrust out her chest, her more-than-generous breasts threatening to tear free of the confines of the silk shirt she wore. “How do you like your pussies, Cain? Soft, sweet, and submissive like good little kittens, or furry, furious, and fangy wildcats?” She shrugged languidly, stretching her arms over head and relaxing back against the settee seat, adopting a seductive pose. “Either way, I’m easy.”

      Cain’s body swelled with his anger, his shoulders broadening, his features growing more bestial as his face contorted with rage. Grabbing his groin, his brown eyes flamed crimson as he spat through a suddenly fang-filled muzzle, “I’ll shove my cock so far up your ass, you’ll be tasting my spunk for weeks, after I tear your arms from your body and bury them in your cunt, you omnisexual, shapeshifting sack of shit!”

      “Oh, kinky!” Loki crowed, giggling as she wriggled around in faux wanton desire, “I always knew you preferred it rough. Have you been reading Fifty Shades of…”

      “Would both of you please shut the fuck up? You’re giving me a headache.”

      Although the request was softly uttered, the inherent threat in the words was enough to have them both backing down, albeit reluctantly.

      Tall and elegant, the golden male turned from the window where he had been staring out at the dreary Scottish countryside as twilight deepened. Even through the dark, misty fog that cloaked the desolate moors, the dancing lights of the Aurora Borealis surged, painting the sky with an eerie green luminescence bright enough to rival the first light of dawn. The spectacle illuminated the window, casting the figure in stark relief as he faced the room.

      “I do not know why she summoned us here,” the disdain in the male’s voice was apparent, as was the disgust on his face as his swept his gaze over the others in the room. “But it is an intriguing combination of disparate, villainous individuals, I must admit.”

      The man ran his brilliant golden eyes over Cain contemptuously, a sneer crossing his inhumanly perfect face as he continued to speak in his strange, clipped accent.

      “Cain Adamson, the First Born and the First Murderer, cast out of Eden for the murder of his brother.”

      Cain snarled, his lip curling even as he backed down and turned away to glare at the roaring fire blazing with deceptive merriment in the ancient hearth. He was only of average height, but his body was packed with thick muscles. With his dark, wild hair and even wilder beard, his skin was weathered by the sun and elements, lending him a savage air. To look at him, none would know he was the wealthiest human on Earth, the father of countless Empires, and the hidden power behind countless secret societies and criminal empires around the globe.

      “Loki Hveðrungr, former brother of Odin and comrade of Thor, cast out of Valhalla and herald of Ragnarök.”

      Loki resumed his male form, his features vulpine sharp as a bright grin crossed his handsome face as he gave a languid “Queenly” wave. With his long, red-gold hair contrasting against his emerald silk shirt, and his lean frame, he looked more like a male model escaped from a Parisian runway than the infamous Trickster god once feared by the Norse and now adored by the masses, due in no small part from the popularity of a certain actor portraying a distorted version of Loki taken from comic books—no doubt another of Loki’s complicated schemes.

      The golden-haired man, his glowing amber eyes sharp and penetrating, turned his attention to the other side of the room, where two other males were deep in a heated, whispered discussion. The taller of the two was dressed in a skin-tight crimson t-shirt emblazoned with a golden Spartan helmet on the breast, tucked into black fatigue pants, which emphasized his tall, powerful build. His skin was bronzed, his body muscular and held with disciplined rigidity. His black hair was close-cropped, as was his beard, which only emphasized his military bearing.

      “Ares, son of Zeus and Hera, despised by his own pantheon, yet the beloved god of the Thracians, Spartans, and even the Amazons, said to have challenged his father and forced them to retreat to Olympus, cutting themselves off from the world.”

      Ares briefly glanced over at the golden male as his name was spoken, his features twisting in a sneer of derision, before he turned back to his companion, purposefully presenting his back to the rest of the room in an obvious sign of disrespect. His companion was similarly dressed all in black, although more casually so.

      Shorter than his companion by a few inches, his long, coal black hair was pulled back into a ponytail, proudly displaying the numerous ivory piercings that decorated his face, from rings lining both ears to a large one piercing his nose. His skin was burnished to a dark sepia by the shadows and firelight, while his black eyes were piercing, even in the shadows. Broad-shouldered but lanky, his tattered jeans emphasized his narrow waist and long limbs, while his bare, muscular arms were heavily inked with the distinctive Aztec calendar surrounding the leering face of a stylized black dog.

      Preempting his introduction, Ares’ companion swept a grandiose, mocking bow as he waved a hand for the golden male to carry on. This earned him an equally mocking chuckle as the golden male continued, “Then we have Xolotl, dark twin of the much more famous Quetzalcoatl, the monstrous dog of fire, misfortune, disease, and death.”

      “Then there’s you, my dear, sweet brother!” Another voice interjected, as the final male in the room came up beside the golden-haired man and hooked a friendly arm around his brother’s shoulder, “Lucifer Morningstar, the Devil himself, cast out of Heaven and either imprisoned in Hell or given charge of rehabilitating all the condemned souls held therein, depending on who you ask.”

      Lucifer sighed, his head bowing as he lifted a hand to pinch the bridge of his nose between his elegant fingers. “And, of course, last and no doubt least, my brother, Shemyaza, the great fornicator, leader of the Grigori, father of the Nephilim, who’s directly responsible for the Great Flood.”

      “Hey! That wasn’t my fault! That was all Daddy dearest, and that suck-up Gabriel! And I’ve paid for my sins, I’m all reformed and everything now. Straight, narrow, and all that! At least, officially, on paper, that is.”

      “And yet, you still manage to be the bane of my existence, brother dearest,” Lucifer said as he turned towards his brother. “Just how did you get out, anyways? And why are you here?”

      The two were of a similar height, a little over six feet, with athletic builds and nearly identical features—perfection given flesh. But where Lucifer was gold and sunlight, Shemyaza was silver and moonlight. Shemyaza’s skin was palest ivory to Lucifer’s golden tan, his long, wavy hair silvery-white to Lucifer’s fashionably short, sun-kissed blond. Most startling, however, were Shemyaza’s ghost-white eyes; he was a phantom mirror of his “brother.”

      Smiling, Shemyaza dropped his arm and stepped back from Lucifer, spreading his arms wide as he attempted to look innocent. “Haven’t you heard? Seems the Apocalypse is coming, only it’s not exactly going how it was described in the Good Book.” He paused, and frowned a bit, “Actually, it’s not going according to any of the ‘Books,’ from what I’m picking up.”

      “That’s because I’ve taken over the Apocalypse to make sure it’s done correctly.”

      Lilith’s voice was cool as she strode calmly into the room where six of the most dangerous beings in existence had been waiting impatiently to find out why they had been summoned.

      Dressed in stark black, Lilith stood tall and proud, unafraid before these dangerous monsters. Her black silk blouse covered her from neck to wrist, the corseted waist emphasizing her high, full breasts, while a black ruff leant an air of femininity to an otherwise stark uniform. Black slacks hugged her long, shapely legs, while high heeled patent leather boots gave her already impressive height of six feet another few inches—putting her at eye level with most of the males in the room.

      With her flaxen hair falling in gentle waves around her beautiful face, Lilith was a regal, cold beauty unlike the wanton temptress spoken of in hushed, fervent tones. She met the unblinking stares of the six males, unflinching before the intensity or weight of their stares. Finally, Loki broke the silence.

      “What do you mean?” Loki asked, his voice deceptively even given the weird, sick smile on his face. “I mean, each of us has our preordained roles to play, and except for you being known as the succubus who spawns monstrous babies just to hand them over to be killed by the angels, you’re not exactly named as one of the Big Bads of Mythology. Let’s face it, chickadee, the Whore of Babylon plays a bigger role than you do. You’re just a cautionary tale told to keep young men from spreading their seed willy nilly and to prevent women from wanting to be on top.”

      Lilith’s ice blue eyes pinned Loki with a flat stare that had him squirming beneath her frigid regard. The smirk faded from his thin lips, and he suddenly found the designs on the settee most fascinating.

      “The twit’s right,” Cain growled reluctantly, “Besides, you’re a female. Aren’t you supposed to be nurturing and all that shit. I mean, if this world’s ending, it’s about damned time, but it’s not like they won’t need breeders in the new world, and that’s what you’re best at, isn’t it?”

      Cain’s dark eyes slowly, purposefully raked up Lilith’s body, his lips pursing as a smirk crossed his face. “I’d be more than happy to help you get that started. My father was a fool for pussy, a weak, pathetic man. I think you’ll find that I’m a much better fuck than he would have been anyways.”

      “Is it always about pussy with you?” Loki groaned, slumping back on the settee and tilting his head back to stare at the ceiling, as if seeking guidance from one of the divinities supposedly dwelling overhead. “You really do have a one-track mind, don’t you?”

      “Would you both shut up!” Ares barked, his voice loud and sharp, laden with command. “I want to hear what she has to say. You two can go and fuck out your sexual tension later, let the lady speak.”

      “Oh, like you’re any better,” Loki drawled, turning a jaundiced eye upon the Greek god of war. “I mean Aphrodite led you around by your short and curlies, and Athena bitch-slapped you around like a pimp on a power trip.”

      “Just because I won’t slap a woman, don’t think I won’t put you in your place, Loki,” Ares fisted his hands at his sides as he took a threatening step towards Loki.

      “No wonder you were kicked out of Valhalla, dude,” Xolotl laughed, his English heavily laced with a suspiciously strong accent, considering his usage of American slang. “It’s like you want people to punch you in the face.”

      Waving his hand airly, Loki adopted a haughty, wounded expression, “It’s not my fault people cannot handle the truth. It’s my sacred duty to reveal truths, to say what others fear to say, to…”

      “Sow dissent, reap chaos, and glory in discord,” Shemyaza interjected, his own laughter ringing out, “Yeah, yeah, we all know how Trickster gods work. It’s not like your schtick is unique. We all know hundreds of Trickster gods who all use the same lame excuses for being rude.”

      “Yeah, well, none of them are staring in Hollywood blockbusters though, are they?” Loki said pointedly, his gaze narrowing as he glared around the room. “For that matter, none of you are exactly all that popular amongst the mortals, with the possible exception of Lucy over there, and that’s only because he’s been hobnobbing in Hollywood for the past few decades, making sure his image gets polished up. Only…I did it better.”

      “So now you’re taking credit for what’s his name? Tom Hiddleston?” Xolotl laughed once again, the raucous barking loud in the chamber as he doubled over in amusement, arms wrapped around his waist. “Isn’t Lucifer supposed to be the Lord of Lies?”

      “How did I get dragged into this?” Lucifer asked, and it was clearly rhetorical as he didn’t receive any answer as the others continued bickering, their strident voices growing progressively louder with every tossed insult.

      Lilith stood there, her presence forgotten entirely, as the males argued amongst themselves.

      “And this is why I took control of the Apocalypse,” she muttered, shaking her head in disgust.

      “Yes, so you said,” Lucifer turned his calculating gaze her way, his preternatural hearing as sharp as the others. “But you did not explain why, or how, you plan on running this world’s end. Please, do enlighten us.”

      The room fell silent as six set of inhuman eyes once more returned to staring at Lilith. Meeting their eyes, Lilith slowly smiled, her crimson-painted lips a bright, bloody slash against her fair skin. Arching a delicate eyebrow in supercilious punctuation as she commented, “It’s simple, really, and you’re all going to help me.”

      “Oh?” Ares asked, his voice curious as his brown eyes focused intently on her face, “And how’s that?”

      “Let me put this in a way you all will understand.” Lilith paused, pursing her lips thoughtfully, before she gave a short, decisive nod as she settled upon the proper phrasing.

      “To put this in ‘manspeak,’ we’re going to have a gang bang to ring in the big bang.”
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      “Well, I’m in! Let’s get this party started!”

      Shemyaza stripped out of his shirt with preternatural swiftness, removing his cable-knit sweater to reveal he wore nothing beneath. Like most immortals, he was athletically built, with wide shoulders and narrow hips, slimly muscled with rigidly defined abdominal muscles. His ivory skin was flawless, without a single blemish, and completely hairless, as was revealed when he stripped off his slacks to show that he proudly went commando—and had nothing to be ashamed of, at all, in the “masculinity” department. Even unaroused, his cock was plump and long, swaying hypnotically with his every graceful movement.

      Shemyaza possessed a physical perfection even the great Renaissance Masters could not have fully captured, although they certainly attempted it. Michelangelo had come the closest, but even he would have wept at his inability to capture such inhuman beauty.

      Lilith had seen countless nude males during her existence, from burly, brutish humans to supernaturally gifted gods and demons, but fallen angels had little competition when it came to masculine beauty.

      “If you just wanted a fuck, Lilith, you could have just called,” Cain laughed, a dark, cruel sound as his eyes continued their lascivious perusal of Lilith’s body. Stroking his unruly beard, he pursed his lips as he shrugged, “No need to end the world just because you’ve been going through a dry spell.”

      “Who said we wanted to end the world now, anyways?” Lucifer’s narrow eyes were piercing, “I’m quite enjoying watching the humans fuck everything up. This little experiment of Father’s has gotten out of his control, and I, for one, am quite entertained.”

      “Look, Lily…I can call you Lily, can’t I…?”

      “No, you may not,” Lilith’s cool interjection had Loki once more holding his hands up in surrender.

      “O. Kay. Lilith, then…why go through the effort it takes to destroy the world when mortals are more than capable of doing it themselves? I mean, seriously, it’s too much effort for too little reward.”

      “She’s already started it,” Ares said suddenly, his eyes widening as he turned back to the room. “Haven’t you, Lilith?”

      “Just what have you done?” Xolotl asked, his expression pensive and curious.

      Calmly striding over to the bar, Lilith ignored the question as she poured herself a snifter of whiskey. Rolling the glass between her hands, she lifted it to inhale the potent aroma, as a brief smile flashed across her face before she took a sip and turned back to face the room.

      “Earth has been my prison for more than six thousand years, longer than many of you have even been alive, much less imprisoned here yourselves,” Lilith said. “This world has become a dumping ground, a one-way trip while the other immortals have moved on to other worlds, other games. Ragnarök, Armageddon, the Apocalypse, all merely empty threats, big sticks used to keep the humans placid and controlled.”

      “Yes, yes, we’re all perfectly aware of this,” Loki groaned, slumping back once more. Waving a hand, an oversized, gemstone-studded platinum drinking horn appeared in his grasp, filled to the brim with ambrosial mead—the honey-infused nectar nearly impossible to find anymore on this world. Taking a dainty sip, Loki pinned Lilith with a glare. “Tell us something we don’t all know or let us be done with this. I have a movie premiere to attend.”

      “Can we stop it?” Lucifer began to pace, running a nervous hand through his hair while his Louis Vuitton Richelieu alligator shoes loud against the worn, polished wood of the ancient castle’s floors. “How long do we have to prepare for it? I’d rather not be caught with my pants down. I have armies to mobilize, territories to protect, and souls to gather.”

      “It’s too late,” Xolotl suddenly said, his eyes widening as he turned to stare at Lilith in horror and awe. “Isn’t it, Lilith?”

      Lifting a shoulder in a careless shrug, Lilith pulled a pocket watch out, flipping the antique casing open as she gazed down at the clockface. “I’d say there’s about six hours, give or take.” Snapping the watch shut, her grin widened as she stared at the six shocked male faces gazing at her with varying degrees of incredulity. “It’s difficult to be precise, however, when one’s dealing with heavenly objects. So many variables could go wrong.”

      “Which means what, exactly? Stop Loki’ing around the answers, Lilith,” Lucifer sneered as he stalked towards her.

      “Give the female some room, brother,” Shemyaza laughed, resting his hands on his naked hips as he swayed from foot-to-foot, letting his dangling cock slap against his thighs without any shame whatsoever. “It’s her party, apparently. She’s as villainized as any of us, which means she’s entitled to her Villainous Monologue before the heroes swoop in to save the day.”

      “Thank you most kindly, Shemyaza,” Lilith demurred, tilting her glass in a salute as she flashed him a small grin. “Although I am afraid, there are no heroes in this particular story. Just us villains.” Taking a sip of the amber liquid, Lilith hummed in satisfaction at the burn, eyeing the males over the rim of her glass. “Oh, how rude of me. Please, help yourselves, there are plenty of libations to partake in. This is a celebration, after all.”

      Moving away from the bar, Lilith walked towards the window where the Aurora Borealis was putting on a dazzling display, unlike any the world had seen before.

      “Don’t mind if I do,” Shemyaza cheerfully replied, striding to the bar, “Anyone else want anything?”

      Hearing the grumbling, Lilith chuckled as she waited for the males to secure their drinks of choice, unsurprised they all chose the most precious vintages from her stocks. Once they had settled, she turned back to face the males, leaning back against the window.

      “Since I have been imprisoned in this world, I have raised and brought down Empires, ensured heroes would be condemned by their own, slaughtered villages, helped inspire weapons of mass destruction, and watched as males let their cocks do their thinking for them. All of this to guide humanity down the path I desired.”

      “So, now you’re claiming that you’re responsible for all the ills in the world?” Cain scoffed, “Bitch, each one of us, except maybe the mutt over there, who I don’t really know from Adam, can easily claim to have done more in this world than we’ve been credited for. Who are you, but my father’s bitter ex-wife? Just because you have a few feminists and a handful of Wiccan worshippers, you think you’re the Big Bad in this story?”

      Tapping an elegantly manicured fingernail against her glass, Lilith watched the play of firelight off the sparkly gold This Changes Everything lacquer as she murmured to herself, “I hope I have enough OPI stocked up.” She blinked at the sudden silence and looked up, “I’m sorry, were you finished? May I continue, this is my monologue, after all.”

      Cain grunted in disgust, glaring at her through a squinted eye as he brought her bottle of Macallan 1926 to his lips and guzzled down half-the-bottle in three large gulps.

      “Yes, please, continue,” Loki drawled, his voice already slightly slurred from the ambrosia he was imbibing, “This is all so very fascinating, and I’m sure we’ll all be suitably impressed by the sheer scope of your genius by the end of it. Really, we should have more of these little gatherings, it’s like something straight out of a superhero movie and we’re the Confederation of Doom and Gloom or something equally droll.”

      The sarcasm dripping from Loki’s voice had Xolotl laughing loud and long, while Lilith simply lifted a droll eyebrow and once more stared him down.

      With a sigh, she shrugged and took another sip of her whiskey. “It’s fine. The mechanics of it all are quite tedious and I’m sure once the meteor hits, seeing will be believing.”

      Glass shattered, the priceless whiskey splashing over Lilith’s boots, as she was suddenly seized in Ares’ powerful hands. Lifting her by her shoulders, the war god shook her with unrestrained violence as he roared in her face, “What have you done, female?!”

      Lilith laughed. A lilting, joyous sound of mirth as she wrapped her slender fingers around Ares’ thick wrists. Meeting his fiery gaze, she couldn’t resist adding, “Spoilers, sweetie.” Wetting her bottom lip with a flick of her tongue, she exhaled gustily at Ares’ unbending expression.

      “Very well, if you must know, in about six hours, the meteor known as Ragnarök will enter Earth’s atmosphere above the Pacific Ocean, beginning a mass extinction event that should wipe out between fifty and seventy-five percent of the Earth’s human population. The skies shall darken, the seas shall boil, and the monsters will be able to come out and play.”

      Lowering her voice conspiratorially, the corners of her lips twitching in amusement, Lilith confided, “And the truly amusing thing is, humanity is completely unaware of it!” With a husky laugh, she nodded, “That took some careful plotting and maneuvering, ensuring the world governments and militaries would be too busy caught up in internal matters. The Aurora Borealis is affecting electronic communications across the Northern Hemisphere, thanks to the solar flare that occurred this morning. Even the International Space Station is on the opposite side of the planet and unable to see the meteor’s approach.”

      Her smirk was maddening, and Ares wasn’t known for his even temper. With an explosive roar of rage, his muscles tensed as he threw Lilith bodily across the library. Crashing into the bookcase, Lilith’s wild, mocking laughter rang out even over the sound of splintering wood and the priceless tomes slamming into the ground.

      Rising to her feet, dusting off her slacks, Lilith’s beaming face only further enraged the war god. Lifting a delicate finger, she traced a trickle of blood over her split lips, painting them crimson as she purred seductively, “Bring it, Ares. Maybe you can finally make your daddy proud. If you survive the Apocalypse, that is.”

      Ares’ rage exploded from his chest in a bestial war cry, an undulating roar as his skin flushed red as blood. Tearing the shirt from his massive chest, eyes glowing with incandescent fury, he launched himself across the room at Lilith, bullrushing the smaller female.

      The other males watched avidly, Ares’ bloodlust pulsing through the room, enflaming their blood, as he clashed with Lilith. Although both immortals moved with inhuman alacrity, theirs was not a beautiful ballet of death; it was a brutal, primal brawl. Blood splattered the torn pages of the books, staining the wood beneath their feet a ruddy hue, and filling the air with the thick, almost cloyingly sweet, scent of blood and sweat.

      And through it all, while Ares was reduced to animalistic sounds of rage, Lilith laughed, and laughed, and laughed, which in turn only served to further enrage him. What truly drove him insane, however, was the running commentary Lilith kept up as she blocked his powerful blows, ducked away from his flying fists, and landed devastating strikes of her own.

      “Is this about Rome? Are you still angry at me for Caligula? For a human, he had a surprisingly powerful appetite, although I did find Commodus a much more vigorous lover. Such a shame he believed his strength come from your father, and not from you. Is that why you had him murdered by one of your other descendants?”

      During the fight, Lilith’s silk blouse had been shredded, the tatters fluttering about her slender, pale torso like ribbons and revealing the sheer black lace halter-bustier that barely concealed her breasts. Bruises faded as swiftly as they had appeared, her split lip healing and looking plump and inviting.

      Ares tackled her to the floor, pinning her beneath his mammoth body. His skin was flushed a deep crimson, sweat coating his upper body and causing it to glow in the crackling firelight illuminating the chamber. He had both her slender wrists secured in a massive hand over her head, thrusting her breasts upwards as she lay beneath him.

      Panting heavily, his chest heaving with his labored breaths, Ares glared down at Lilith with dark, hooded eyes, the others in the room forgotten as blood pounded in his ears and pulsed through his veins.

      Lilith arched her delicate eyebrows, giving him a half-smile as she purred, “Ares, if you wanted me, all you had to do was…Fuck! I think I broke a nail on your hard head! Time out!”

      “Shut up, female,” Ares growled, then slammed his mouth down on hers, swallowing her outraged response with a brutal, hungry kiss.

      “Now can we get this party started?” Shemyaza asked plaintively, “It’s been about four thousand years since I’ve had sex, and I think the old pipes could use a good cleaning!”
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      ‘Nothing like a good fight to get the blood going,’ Lilith thought to herself as Ares’ cruel lips crushed hers while he pressed the heavy weight of his hulking body down upon her. She had known the quickest way to get his blood flowing was with a fight, the war god was predictable that way, and she needed to get his blood flowing hot and heavy.

      She needed to get the blood of all these males flowing hot and heavy. Quickly. She had only a few hours before the point of no return had passed, and she needed these males in order to make sure her final preparations were in place.

      Hooking her legs around Ares’, Lilith arched her hips, undulating her hips up against his groin. The feel of the thick, hard bar of his cock straining against his fatigues drew an unwilling groan from her throat that had the war god snarling in response, even as her instincts screamed for her to use every ounce of power within her body to struggle free of being pinned down.

      Tangling a powerful hand in her hair, Ares yanked her head back and exposed her throat. Pulling his lips from hers, he glared down at her through narrowed, suspicious eyes as he growled, “I know how you work, Lilith, but I also know that you refuse to submit to any male. You want to be fucked, do you?”

      He ground her hips back into the floor, bruising her ass against the stone as he pressed his arousal against her, tearing another wanton moan from her lips as he roared, “Answer me, female! Do. You. Want. To. Be. Fucked?”

      He punctuated each word with a surge of his hips, pumping his covered cock against her covered mons, and Lilith gasped as she felt his teeth nip at her sensitive neck, just over the fluttering jugular vein.

      Nostrils flaring in anger as she fought her instinctive need to struggle free from being helpless beneath a male, Lilith drew in a deep breath, filling her lungs with air heavily laden with the potent scent of Ares’ body. Sharp and musky, utterly male and powerful, combined with the powerful, demanding male looming over her, overpowering her with startling ease, Lilith hissed between clenched teeth, “Yes.”

      His dark chuckle was cruel, even as he untangled his hand from her hair and traced his calloused fingers over the column of her throat in a surprisingly gentle caress. Slowly, he tightened his fingers around her neck, until she was gasping for air. Pressing a finger against her chin, he forced her to meet his burning, dark eyes. “Then submit,” a sneer crossed his sternly handsome face, “Or die.”

      “Die?” Lilith choked out a disbelieving laugh, “Isn’t that a bit harsh?”

      “Lilith,” Lucifer said, his tone maddeningly superior as he interjected, “You are crashing a meteor into our prison and potentially sending us all into oblivion at worst, the Dark Ages again at best. I would think our anger is justifiable, particularly as you did not give us enough warning to prepare ourselves for anything. And now you want an orgy as some kind of reward?”

      “That is kind of sick and twisted,” Loki concurred, “I mean, I’m all for sick and twisted, but damn girl, a little warning would have been nice!”

      “Yeah, I mean, you’ve told us we have six hours before the meteor hits, and now you want us to have a fucking gangbang?” Cain crouched down over Lilith’s head, his brawny legs spread apart as he looked down at her upside down. “Bitch, we’ve got shit to do if we want to survive, and while fucking you might be fun for a few hours, it’s not exactly high on my priorities list right now. I’ve got calls to make, pawns to maneuver, and shit to do.”

      “Cain does have a point,” Xolotl concurred, stretching his hands arms overhead as he cracked his back, twisting from side-to-side, “As much as I hate to agree with him.”

      “Aw, dudes, does this mean no orgy?” Shemyaza groaned. “What about all this?” He waved his hands to indicate his naked body, his cock fully engorged, thick and long, bouncing with the emphatic movement of his hands, “I mean, if we’re all going to die, I’m all for going out with a bang!”

      There were murmurs of ascent from the others, but Lilith’s laughter had them pausing.

      Loki eyed her warily, “I recognize that laugh. That’s the laugh of someone holding a trump card.”

      “Your pathetic kingdoms will survive,” Lilith taunted, her eyes flicking from face-to-face. Even as Ares’ instinctively tightened his fingers around her neck, she curled her lip disdainfully as she continued. “When Ragnarök strikes, the barriers between the half-realms will be torn asunder. Those who have been forced to hide in fear of humanity will spill forth unto the Earth. The Higher Realms will be forever barred, they’ll be unable to do anything but watch helplessly as the walls between Earth and the Lower Realms are ripped asunder and destroyed. From the ashes, a new world will be born, one where the monsters rule. They’ll be transformed!”

      “And what about the humans, you stupid cunt?” Ares spat in her face, turning her attention back to him, “Without worshippers, any of us with divine blood will be fucked without their souls to empower us. What about those monsters who feed upon humans, or need them to breed?”

      “Survival of the fittest, my dear,” Lilith said with a cruel tilt to her lips. “It’s already in the air, in the soil, and the water. I’ve used magic and science to prepare the Earth for Ragnarök’s coming, and in less than six hours now, this world will end and a new, dark Eden shall arise. It’s too late to stop it, and my death will only mean the eventual doom of every living soul. However, there is one more thing you all should know, first…”

      Lilith closed her eyes, bracing herself for the next part of her plan; her trump card.

      When she opened her eyes, Ares reared back in shock, his hand falling lax from around her throat as he scrambled backwards.

      Lilith’s skin glowed with lambent light, a quicksilver radiance that caught and amplified the eerie jade and amethyst fires of the Aurora Borealis outside. The pendant nestled between her breasts flared with a blazing arcane symbol. Her eyes had become fathomless abysses, black voids utterly bereft of light. When she spoke, it was with the chorus of a thousand voices, crying out her words in unison.

      “As you and your descendants are the Alphas, I and mine are the Omegas. Alphas shall be reborn in the flames of Ragnarök, forged in the fires of blood and war, fated to rule the Dark Eden for eternity, but without their Omegas, they shall be at each other’s throats, unable to breed, unable to find solace, little better than feral beasts. Omegas are the keys to Paradise, but only if their Alphas can earn their submission! So mote it be!”

      Magic surged through the leylines beneath the castle, bolstered by the energies coursing through the Heavens, as Lilith called upon six thousand years of careful planning and plotting, sorrow and sacrifice, seas of blood and countless sacrificed lives.

      The six males, six of the most powerful immortals dwelling on Earth, were caught in the center of the vortex of power.

      They tried to resist, calling upon every ounce of magic within their souls, every molecule of raw strength in their supernatural bodies, but those energies only further fueled Lilith’s diabolical thaumaturgy.

      The sound of her voice was drowned out by six masculine roars of shock and pain as their immortal bodies were transfigured, their spirits torn asunder and reforged.

      They were not alone.

      Lilith’s screams pierced the roaring cacophony of torment, her throat torn raw from the forces ripping through her body, as she gave herself over to her own transformation.

      It was necessary.

      It was the next stage of her plan.

      It fucking hurt more than anything she had experienced to this point of her immortal life.

      Lilith wished that the pain, that the transformation, only took moments. Unfortunately for all seven of the immortals caught in thrall to the magic, for nearly an hour, they writhed in agony as every pulse of the Aurora Borealis overhead drove spikes of magic into the very core of their primordial beings.

      Transforming them.

      Energies clashed, merged, and coalesced. Coruscating power, flavored by the raw, primordial essence of seven powerful immortals, created something as ancient as the universe, yet unseen and unimaginable until that moment.

      A supernova burst outwards, an intangible shockwave of energy released in a sudden instant, releasing the immortals from their torment.

      Bodies crashed to the ground, tormented groans and curses filling the air.

      Loki, the shapeshifter with his protean nature, was the first to recover, and the flare of his temper revealed his true, fire giant heritage. “What the fuck have you done to us, you bitch?”

      Panting, Lilith pushed herself upright, shrugging out of the tattered remains of her blouse as she brushed sweat-damp hair away from her face. Turning to face Loki, she hissed, “What was necessary for survival, for all of us. The humans would have destroyed this world, whatever any of us did, and I, for one, do not plan on sitting on the sidelines any longer.”

      “It’s your fault the world is ending!” Cain groaned, scrubbing his hands over his face before he turned to glare at Lilith.

      “I have tied you, tied us all, to those who will survive and thrive in the new world. I have ensured that those humans with a hint of monstrous blood will undergo their own transformations, fueled by Ragnarök, allowing them to evolve into forms that will give them the strength they need to survive. These will be your new worshippers, your new followers, making you the Alphas of All Alphas, and…”

      “What…what is that smell?”

      Xolotl’s voice was husky, the low, feral rumble of a predator scenting prey, as he rolled over to his hands and knees.

      His hair had come free of its ponytail, liquid ebony cascading down over his shoulders to pool on the floor around his hands. Clenching his fingers, his claws dug furrows in the ancient, weathered wood, while his shoulders tensed, his ropy back muscles flexing beneath the sweat-soaked cotton clinging to his flesh.

      Lifting his head, Xolotl’s obsidian eyes flew to pin Lilith, who instinctively drew back from the ferocity in that gaze. His nostrils flared, his chest expanding and lips parting, as he drew in the flavor over his tongue. The growling sound that rumbled through Xolotl’s chest was unsurprising, considering his nature, but the answering growls that came from the five other males was a bit more startling.

      These were not “masculine” growls, deep chesty rumbles, these were bestial sounds, feral and primitive, as the immortal males regained their senses.

      “It’s her cunt,” Cain groaned, swiping his hand over his mouth, his eyes rolling back in pleasure as he inhaled deeply, purposefully. “But it’s more than that…I can smell something more, something…fuck, it’s making my cock harder that fucking stone.”

      “Well, if nothing else,” Shemyaza said, laughter making his growls more throaty, as he sprawled on his back with one fist slowly stroking his blood-engorged cock, “Whatever Lilith did to us, it’s not only made my cock bigger and harder, but I’d swear I’m even more sensitive. Who knew you could improve upon perfection?”

      He laughed again, but this time it was deeper, darker, as he muttered, “And I really, really want to sink my cock into someone’s sweet, tight cunt.” He tilted his head, his molten eyes rolling towards Lilith as his features grew taut with lust, “In your tight little cunt, Lilith. I think you owe me that, now…think you owe all of us a little something.”

      There was another set of growls from the males, and it was never a good sign when a group of alpha males agreed on something.

      For the first time, Lilith had serious doubts about her grand scheme; the situation may have possibly gotten out of her control.
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      The males had all risen to their feet, recovering far quicker from their metamorphosis than Lilith had. As they closed in around her, encircling her, looming over her with their superior height, a quick glance around showed no escape from the looming males as they stared down at her with heated eyes.

      Warily eyeing the threatening males, Lilith didn’t dare close her eyes, didn’t dare blink, as an alien sensation crawled down her spine and goosebumps crept across her flesh.

      She was afraid.

      For the first time in six thousand years, Lilith felt fear. Even when she had rebelled against her betrothed’s demands she submit to him in all ways, when she had fled Eden and been chased by the angels, when she had been cast out of the Heavens and imprisoned in the mortal world, she had never truly been afraid.

      Taking a shaky breath, struggling to calm her suddenly racing heart, Lilith gasped aloud as she was assaulted by the powerful scent burning her nostrils. Potent and thick, the scent was musky and heavy, coating her mouth and sinuses with a pervading, oppressive stink laden with testosterone and lust.

      She was intimately familiar with the scent of lust, of the distinctive, funky stench of male sweat and semen, but this was more concentrated, far more potent; it was an intoxicant, making her feel light-headed, making her body respond as it had never before.

      Feeling her mouth flooding with saliva, her womb clench in anticipation, and her inner thighs growing slick with a disturbingly copious amount of natural lubrication—far more than she had ever produced before—Lilith felt that uncertainty, that fear, even more intensely.

      Her fear and trepidation did not go unnoticed.

      “Oh, I think she’s finally realized,” Loki laughed as he crouched down to eye-level, forcing Lilith to meet his gaze as his lips twisted in a mocking grin. “Did you really think we were completely unaware of your machinations? That I, of all beings, couldn’t sense the threads you’ve been tweaking and magics you’ve been layering oh-so-carefully over this last century?”

      “What…what have you done?” Lilith panted, struggling

      Reaching out, Loki gripped her chin in a surprisingly gentle grip. Tsking, he shook her head from side-to-side. “It’s simple, really. I just made a few minor modifications to your little spell. I wasn’t entirely sure what the spell was for, and I must admit, I didn’t foresee your actually ending the world with a giant meteor—which is kind of genius, I’m not going to lie—but since I’m rather well-acquainted with both sex magic and curses, I twisted things a little.

      You wanted women to rule males, wanted to have all males bow down before your ‘altars of femininity,’ and to be fair, males can rather easily be lead around by their cocks…but in the interests of fair play, I may have added a few caveats of my own. Your precious little omegas are going to find themselves rather unable to resist their baser urges.”

      Lilith pulled free from Loki’s grip, scrambling back away from him. Snarling, she glared at the smirking bastard as she spat, “We’ll just see about that, you…”

      Hard, heavy hands reached down and gripped her biceps, yanking her up to her feet and pinning her back against a large, hard body. Lilith shuddered as she felt a huge, thick erection grinding along the cleft of her ass, but her struggles to pull away were halted as a hand wrapped around her neck, collaring her throat.

      Powerful fingers tightened around her throat, threatening to cut off her oxygen, had her stilling instinctively. Her breasts heaved against the tattered remnants of her blouse, and she struggled to force back the mounting terror that had her breaths coming in quick, shallow pants that only made her even more lightheaded. She couldn’t see the male behind her, but she could feel him engulfing her body from behind, feel the intense heat of him branding her through the thin layers of clothing that did nothing to conceal his arousal.

      With the insistent pressure of his thumb against her chin, he forced her to cant her head to one side, opening her neck while his other arm wrapped around her breasts, holding her firmly in place. Before Lilith’s hazed mind could grasp what was happening, he struck.

      Fangs bit down savagely, sharp canines penetrating the flesh where her neck met her shoulder, in a primal, brutal mark of dominance.

      Lilith screamed. From pain, from the shredding of her flesh and muscle as he clamped his mouth down, gnawing and shaking his head with a deep, throaty growl as he set his fangs firmly into her body. She tried to pull away, heedless of the damage tearing his maw from her shoulder could cause, but he only tightened his grip around her throat and around her waist as he hiked her up off the ground, leaving her convulsing against his hard body. Suddenly, a strange rumbling sound began to come from the male molesting her, a loud, ragged purring that thrummed through his chest. The vibrations echoed through her body, and between one heartbeat and the next, the agony morphed into something far more distressing, something that had Lilith screaming once more in denial.

      “No!”

      Digging sharp nails into the brawny forearms gripping her body, Lilith writhed helplessly as a powerful orgasm swept through her body, torn from her by a traitorous body that craved something she had never willingly given any male—her utter submission to his dominance.

      Fluid gushed from her cervix, lubricating her swollen, throbbing inner muscles with a flood of need, soaking though her clothing and filling the air with the sweet, pheromone-laden scent of a fertile female.

      This time, it was the males who groaned aloud as their senses were assaulted by the scent of Lilith’s release. It triggered something primal within them, something Lilith’s—and Loki’s—twisted magics had unlocked in even their detached, immortal natures.

      Incoherent snarls and roars echoed through the room as the males jockeyed for position, clawing and viciously attacking one another in their desperation to claim the fertile female for breeding. Instinct overwhelmed intellect, and the scent of blood, coppery and bittersweet, only made the pheromone-laden air more redolent with primitive desires.

      If not for the fact she was held in the unwavering clench of one of those males, Lilith would have gloried in the sight of these wicked immortals, all of whom were infamous for their cunning and intellect, reduced to little more than savage beasts fighting over scraps.

      Yet, the male whose fangs were set in Lilith’s shoulder, currently maintained dominance through possession. Turning his back to the others, Lilith grew dizzy from the swift, sudden movement as he used his superior bulk to bare her down the floor, burying her beneath his hulking body.

      The sharp hiss of fabric tearing, followed by the sensation of cool air bathing her feverish flesh had Lilith crying out in shock as her already tattered clothing was rent from her. Squirming in desperate need to escape from beneath the male pinning her to the ground, the male’s sharp growl and a shake of his head sent a crimson flash of pain stabbing into her brain as his fangs dug deeper into her shoulder to hold her in place.

      With a final, demanding growl, the male removed his fangs from her shoulder as he leaned up, using his lower body to keep her pinned in place as his calloused hands, rough and demanding, tore away at the last shreds of her clothing; but she was not helpless, not yet.

      Uncowed by the male’s growl, Lilith undulated beneath him, bucking her hips violently as she sought to unseat him. Twisting around unto her back, Lilith clawed at Ares’ unyielding body, at his cold, stern face. Unflinching as her sharp nails shredded his flesh, Ares ignored her feral screams as he stripped her bare, leaving her exposed naked beneath him.

      With almost clinical efficiency, he pulled off the remnants of own ragged t-shirt, exposing his powerfully built torso. Dark whorls of silken hair, matted with sweat and blood, covered his broad pectoral muscles and his solid, thick abdomen. Unlike Shemyaza, whose body was a sculpture to male beauty, Ares’ body was brutally masculine, slabs of heavy muscle hone over thousands of years of battle, covered with scars testifying to his ability to survive and overcome anything that stood in his path.

      Ignoring her attacks, Ares bent his dark head. “I will earn your submission, female, and make you beg for my cock,” he promised in a thick, husky voice before his lips claimed a pale pink nipple, drawing a startled gasp from Lilith’s throat as his hungry mouth fastened on her breast like a suckling babe.

      Desperately, Lilith struggled beneath Ares’ onslaught, realizing too late that he viewed fucking her as he viewed any battle, a conquest to be ruthlessly exploited until his opponent either yielded or was annihilated.

      Every tug of his lips sent sharp jolts pulsing through her body, her nipple growing taut and tender as his teeth tugged at her nub, while his whiskered cheeks abraded her overly sensitive flesh.

      Beating her fists against his immovable shoulders, Lilith strained to push him away from her as she cursed virulently in dozens of forgotten languages. His own hands, at odds with his savage marking of her shoulder, slid over her bare flesh with all the skill of one who had spent mortal lifetimes the lover of a Goddess of Love and Passion.

      Using his thighs, he worked his way between her spread legs, wedging her sex open as shallow thrusts of his hips slid the broad, hard length of his covered cock sliding through the swollen, slick lips of her exposed labia.

      Panting heavily, riding the line between desire and desperation, Lilith turned her head away, her eyes seeking something, anything to distract her from the war being waged over her own body.

      Her eyes widened at the spectacle unfolding around her.

      She saw the flex of Cain’s muscular, pale ass as he savagely fucked his cock into a writhing, struggling Loki, who was likewise naked and sprawled on his hands and knees, clawing futilely at the floor as he struggled to get away from the ruthless male asserting his dominance—and fulfilling an earlier threat.

      “That’s right, bitch,” Cain groaned as he hunched over Loki’s exposed back, his hands bruising Loki’s thighs as he held the resisting male in place. “I’m going to make you scream for me.”

      “Fuck… you,” Loki growled, his strong, lithe body glistening with sweat as he struggled to escape the other male’s relentless assault. Yet, despite his protestations, his own cock was engorged with blood, leaking a steady stream of precum unto the floor beneath him. A sudden, savage thrust of Cain’s hips had Loki bucking up, his back slapping against Cain’s barrel chest as he cried out hoarsely, “Fuck, Cain!”

      Wrapping a fist around his raging cock, Loki gave his leaking shaft a few hard tugs, even as he growled, “I’ll…fucking get you…for this!”

      The contrast between Loki’s pale flesh, his thin, athletic build, and golden-red hair was sharp compared to the darker complexioned Cain. The raw debauchery of watching Cain carry out his threat had Lilith biting her lower lip hard enough to draw blood, desperately trying to hold back a whimper.

      Unconsciously, she curled a hand around the back of Ares’ head, arching her back with a throaty moan as she felt his fingers dip into the dampness of her sex, teasing at her entrance before sliding up to torment her tender clit. Rocking her head back, Lilith squeezed her eyes shut, trying desperately once more to regain some semblance of self, but the hot mouth suckling greedily upon her nipple and the bruising grip on her bare ass, did not allow for such mental liberties.

      “Fuck yeah, Lucifer, shove your cock down his throat,” Shemyaza’s gleeful encouragement was loud, like a drunken frat boy egging on a pledge, further unraveling the edges of Lilith’s inhibitions. Unable to resist, Lilith’s head lolled to the other side, and once more she was caught up watching the scene playing out inches away from her.

      Shemyaza and Lucifer had apparently overcome their differences enough to tag team the lone Aztec god, Xolotl caught between the two fallen angels. Shemyaza had fisted one hand in Xolotl’s long, unbound hair, using it for leverage to hold the smaller male’s head up while Lucifer shoved his bare cock down the male’s vulnerable throat. Shemyaza’s own cock was buried deep in the male’s exposed ass as the two fallen angels moved in tandem, ruthlessly using Xolotl to ease their lusts.

      Grunting and groaning, the immortal males had given themselves over completely to their primal urge to fuck, to breed, each alpha male seeking to assert dominance over the others. Yet, every male’s eyes were focused entirely on her, watching with undisguised, unbridled lust as Ares used her own body’s desires against her.

      “Don’t worry about them,” Ares hand once more gripped Lilith’s chin, forcing her to meet his dark, blazing eyes. “I’ve got what you need, female.”

      That’s when she felt it, the bare, hot crown of Ares’ cock resting against her slit, the palpable heat radiating from his throbbing shaft almost scorching her flesh, as he tauntingly slid his length against her.

      Eyes widening, Lilith reached up, pushing desperately against his chest, but he was implacable, merciless in his determination.

      Gripping her wrists in one meaty hand, Ares trapped her hands against his hard chest, while his other hand was braced on the floor beside her head. Leaning down, he crushed her lips with his, thrusting his tongue into her mouth, making her taste her own blood as he ruthlessly claimed her mouth once more.

      Lilith could have resisted his kiss, she even forced her body to go lax and limp beneath his, boneless; not in surrender, but in antipathy. She may not be able to get away from him, but she would make it rape, not capitulation.

      She wouldn’t surrender.

      She wouldn’t give in.

      Then he began to purr once more, only this time, it was soft, soothing, an almost tender lullaby hypnotic in its intensity as the sound thrummed through her. The vibration seemed to flow through her veins, wrapping itself around her heart, until it forced that treacherous organ to match its melody.

      And when Ares’ whispered, “Surrender,” against her lips, Lilith gasped, “Yes.”
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      Striking without mercy, without hesitation, Ares impaled Lilith with the turgid, scorching length of his cock, driving himself into her with all the unbridled force held within his powerful thighs.

      Lilith cried out, tearing her lips away from his as she arched her back, digging her nails into his biceps as her body was forced to adjust to the wargod’s invasion. His cock was substantial, his thickness straining against the walls of her pussy, with the blunt crown mercilessly digging into the tight, tender barrier of her cervix.

      Even her earlier orgasm, which had drenched her inner body in anticipation of being bred, wasn’t enough preparation for the reality of his assault. The burn of being stretched, forced to accommodate the sheer girth of his meaty cock, had her hissing—and the wargod chuckling with masculine satisfaction.

      With his cock buried balls deep inside of Lilith, Ares held himself steady, gritting his teeth as he felt the flutter of her tight muscles even as a triumphant smirk crossed his lips.

      Lilith, the Unconquerable, who refused to lie beneath Adam or any male, had been conquered.

      By him, Ares, the true God of War.

      Just as he had eventually conquered Olympus, just as he overthrew Athena, Ares had conquered the female even the White God could not tame.

      A strange purr began to thrum through his chest, deep and thunderously loud. Before he could question the strange sound, and why he was making it, however, Lilith flexed her inner muscles like a vise around his throbbing shaft, drawing a pained hiss from him as he returned his attention downwards.

      “Either fuck me, or get off and I’ll fuck one of the others...they look like they know how to fuck,” Lilith taunted, her fingers fisting uselessly against his chest as she glared balefully up at his smug, insufferable face.

      Refusing to rise to her taunt, Ares gave in to his instincts, leaning down and pressing his lips against the oozing wound on her shoulder—a wound her immortal healing was struggling to heal. The taste of her blood was heady, arousing and intoxicating, almost as much as the scent of her arousal, the liquid silk that drenched his shaft and smelled of sin and cinnamon.

      “Oh, I’ll fuck you, Lilith. We’ll all fuck you.” It was more than a promise or a vow. It was an inevitability. Concerns about fucking an immortal succubus, about having his dick inside a female who gained power and strength by absorbing the essence from hapless males, were excised from his brain as she once more flexed her cunt around his shaft.

      Pressing his lips against the oozing wound on her shoulder, Ares muffled a growl as the flutter of those cursed inner muscles rippled about his length.

      “Fuck, woman, fuck! How the fuck are you so fucking tight?” Ares grunted against her neck. He slid a hand beneath her ass, his fingers bruising as he gripped her tight, shifting her position beneath his heavy body as he drew his hips back and slammed forward once more.

      The heat of Lilith's sweet cunt, so tight and slick around his shaft, enflamed the wargod’s need to breed, to fornicate and fuck. When Lilith hooked her legs around his waist, digging her boot-clad heels into his ass, encouraging him, she barely had the chance to realize he hadn’t fully removed his pants, before the relentless surge of his body crashing down on hers drove such idle thoughts from her head.

      He still held her hands tightly trapped against his chest, the thick, wiry hairs damp against her fingers from the sweat dripping down his body. Digging her nails into the dense muscles, her lips curled as she heard his hiss as she drew blood. What she didn’t expect, however, was his next response.

      Releasing her wrists, he wrapped his free hand around the back of her head, knotting his fingers in her hair, as he shoved her face against his chest.

      “You want to mark me, bitch? Do it right!”

      With her nose buried within the deep cleft between his hard pecs, Lilith couldn’t hold back a whimper as the potent scent of him, the musky scent of his flesh, the rich, sweet scent of his blood, awakened something deep within her.

      Against her every instinct, Lilith’s tongue lapped out tenderly, lathing the oozing wounds her manicured nails had left. As the taste of him—sweat, blood, and flesh—exploded upon her tongue, she shuddered involuntarily as she felt her pussy clench desperately at the cock driving into her body.

      Ares threw his head back, his eyes clenched tight, as he released a strange, guttural sound. His cock twitched within her, flexing even thicker in her depths, as that strange purring once more thrummed through his chest. An answering sound came from within her own body, quiet and hesitant at first, yet the vibrations merged with Ares, each echoing back-and-forth, stoking the intensity until the sounds comingled, intertwined in a bewildering melody.

      “Fuck!”

      Unable to hold back any longer, Ares began fucking her, tossing the weight of his body behind every thrust, drawing upon his immortal strength as he descended into a mindless rutting.

      Lilith fared no better. The feel of his huge cock powering into her, savagely plundering her pussy with no quarter given, had her clinging to his muscular body as he fucked her. The raw force of Ares’ lusts, the intensity of her own raging desires, forced her to submit, forced her to give over to the primal instincts unleashed within her.

      There were no soft words, no sweet kisses or teasing touches. There was only sensation, only animalistic responses.

      Nails raked across exposed flesh, leaving bloody furrows in the wargod’s broad, muscular back. Her grunts and moans were muffled by his chest as she rubbed her face and breasts against his furred torso, scent-marking him even as his own essence saturated her flesh.

      Fingers dug into tender muscle, fangs once more fastened possessively on her shoulder, as Ares left his mark upon her ivory flesh in broad strokes of indigo streaks and rivers of crimson.

      As an unfamiliar tingling grew stronger at the base of his cock, Ares’ thrusts became rougher, his hips slamming her down against the floor while his possessive grip on her ass grew more insistent, as if he sought to bury himself into her heart. Yet, for some reason, he couldn’t seem to get deep enough, with every thrust it grew more difficult to engulf himself in her sweet heat; the base of his cock began to swell thicker, rapidly filling with blood as the muscles expanded to the size of his clenched fist.

      Ares didn’t stop to wonder about the change to his organ, not with his orgasm so fucking close he could feel the ache of it in his balls.

      He needed to cum inside of Lilith. He needed to fill her with his potent seed, see her stomach swollen with his spawn, needed to be deeper!

      With an angry, throaty—bestial—roar of determination, Ares gripped Lilith’s legs, wrenching them from his waist and spreading them wide as he tore his cock from her greedy, grasping cunt, leaving her gasping, mewling from the abrupt withdrawal.

      Staring down at her exposed, spread pussy, caught sight of his unfamiliar cock.

      His dick had been changed. Longer and thicker than it had been before—and as a god, he had been particularly blessed in that regard—it was now a brutal weapon wrapped in thick, throbbing veins; but it was the knot at the base that was unfamiliar to him. It pulsed like a heart, swelling larger and firmer even as he stared at it.

      Flexing his thigh muscles, the meaty crown of his blood-engorged cock slapped against Lilith’s exposed inner thighs, drawing his attention. He watched with avid fascination as her pretty pink pussy fluttered, her flesh painted with the frothy, pearlescent cream of their combined lust.

      When she whimpered, he tore his eyes from the pretty sight of her pink, glistening pussy to stare at her face.

      She was sprawled out beneath him, her breasts heaving from her labored breathing, her pupils blown wide, her expression wanton and pleading as her hands clung desperately to his forearms, trying to draw him back down—trying to get him back inside of her. Her pale flesh glowed like polished ivory, making his marks upon her stand out starkly, which filled him with possessive pride. With her long hair spread out in tangled, golden strands beneath her, she was a goddess torn from the Heavens and helpless before him.

      She was a penitent, begging him—her master, her god—for surcease from the aches assailing her.

      Who was he to deny her?

      Features twisting into a feral expression of determination, Ares' eyes burned with determination as he placed the crown of his swollen cock back against the heated flesh of her pussy. Yanking her towards him, he let his weight fall forward, brutally driving his hips forward with a savage growl. He gloried in the scream torn from Lilith’s throat almost as much as he did the feel of her molten cunt trying to impede his cock; however, he was not to be denied. He would feed every inch of his cock, and knot, inside of her, bedamn the consequences.

      The pulsing knot at the base of his shaft tore its way passed her swollen labia, forcing the muscles of her vagina to either give way or be destroyed as the head of his cock battered through her cervical barrier, demanding entry into her womb.

      Her body surrendered. Her pussy submitted.

      Ares roared once again, this time in triumph, as he felt her cunt muscles give way. It was only then, as her labia gripped the base of his knot and her cervical muscles constricted around his flared glans, locking his cock inside of her body, that Ares realized he had fallen into her trap.

      He couldn’t pull out, he could barely move; except his cock. Trapped inside her pussy, it eagerly, desperately burrowed within her, digging itself deep into her womb.

      The nerves clustered at the base of his knot blazed to life, triggering a powerful, full-body spasm that had every muscle in his body tensing, that sent his hips jerking forward and his balls tightening eagerly in anticipation.

      He was a puppet whose strings were tightly clutched in Lilith’s tiny fists, dancing to her every whim. His body was no longer his to control. Whatever she had done to him, done to them, had changed them on a level that even an immortal could not access.

      The moment of clarity, however, was wiped from his conscious mind as he felt Lilith orgasming beneath him. Her nails dug into his shoulders, her back arching and thrusting her breasts upwards, as she cried out wordlessly in a ululating scream.

      The feel of her pussy undulating around his cock was unlike anything he had experienced in his long life. The molten gush of her release baptized his cock like hellfire and damnation, wrenching a guttural cry from his throat as it triggered his own orgasm.

      Helplessly driven beyond reason, beyond sanity, all that existed was the feel of his release. His cock swelled, his balls throbbing, as he unloaded blast after powerful blast of his seed directly into Lilith’s womb. Every spasm of his cock tore another groan from him, as he felt her cunt milking him dry, draining him of his rawest, purest essence.

      His vision went white as the tension drained from his body, leaving him trembling and weak. As he collapsed forward, his large body engulfing Lilith’s beneath his bulk, he couldn’t even think to warn the others.

      All he could do was weakly purr from the satisfaction of having filled the female with his seed, that he had marked her as his; and although she wasn’t tamed yet, she would be.

      Eventually.
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      For a few moments, Lilith worried that her theoretically immortal heart had actually given out on her—that Loki’s perversion of her ritual had made her as...vulnerable...as she had rendered the men, even if they hadn’t quite realized the full extent of what she had done.

      Yet.

      The pressure in her chest was unbearable, but as she opened her eyes, she finally realized that she was just being crushed beneath Ares’ immovable, lax body; and he was crushing her breasts.

      As Lilith squirmed beneath him, attempting to escape, she was forced to muffle a gasp against his shoulder as the wiry hairs on his chest stimulated her raw, overly sensitive, nipples.

      Pressing her hands against his shoulders as she attempted to leverage him off of her, she groaned as she felt him still buried within her. With a sigh, she rolled her eyes in disgust when she realized her body was still locked to his, thanks to that knot at the base of his cock. Escaping the cage of his heavy body was going to be a bit more complicated than she originally believed.

      “Figures,” she muttered to herself, “Maybe I shouldn’t have brought out quite so much of the beast within them.”

      “I think it’s a little too late for should have, could haves, don’t you think, sæta?”

      Loki’s voice was rough, and Lilith felt a momentary fkicker of trepidation as she saw him leering down at her over Ares’ prone shoulder. His mocking smile grew as he taunted her, “Do you need a little help? Looks like you’re trapped.”

      Even with her supernatural strength, Lilith struggled to shift Ares’ body, particularly since, even while unconscious, he seemed intent on keeping her caged beneath him. When she felt the pulse of his still-hard cock inside of her, the tug of the knot still locking him to her, she closed her eyes in surrender.

      “Just get him off me,” Lilith growled, shocking herself with the animalistic sound that escaped her throat. Her eyes flew open in shock at the sound coming from her, and Loki laughed, a raucous, mocking crow that only managed to piss her off even more.

      “It seems we’re not the only ones whose beasts have been unleashed, eh, sæta?”

      Apparently, the Trickster was in a talkative mood. ‘Which shouldn’t be a surprise,’ Lilith thought as she glared up at his smirking face. “This is your fault,” she spat, “You fucked with my spell.”

      Loki tsked and shook his head. “Tomato, tow-ma-toe. I just tweaked it a little bit. I mean, from what I could tell, you wanted to even the playing field a bit, give females more power and all that, and I can respect that. I just decided to spice things up. I mean, what’s Eden without a snake?” He laughed a wicked little laugh, “Isn’t that right, Lucifer?”

      Lucifer grunted, but then again, he’d been grunting steadily for a while now, and Lilith could only imagine that he was still otherwise too occupied to respond to Loki’s teasing. It was a bit hard to see, with Ares’ fat head blocking her vision on one side and Loki’s face on the other.

      “Stop fucking around,” Cain snarled from somewhere behind Loki, “It’s my turn to fuck her.”

      There was something in Cain's voice that had Lilith flinching away before she could catch herself. Cain’s rough voice held a carnal command, carrying a tone that had her fighting the instinct to bare her throat, to roll over, and submit to his demands.

      From the smug look on Loki’s face, he caught Lilith’s momentary display of weakness. Leaning in, his lips grazed the edge of her ear as he whispered, in a soft, deceptively compassionate, purr, “He is a brute, but he knows how to fuck...and apparently, even my fine, tight ass didn’t take the edge off.”

      Ares’ inert body was suddenly wrenched to one side. Still connected to him, Lilith cried out in pain and shock as his cock pulled free of her body. Her labia protested, but she was thankful for her body’s natural elasticity, even if it felt like she’d just been forced to give birth to a fat-headed baby.

      She was much less thankful to feel the gush of bodily fluids that followed the forced expulsion. Slick, sticky cum spilled from her body, the ivory flow streaked with ribbons of bright, vivid scarlet blood.

      She had less than a moment to appreciate her freedom, and bemoan the mess, before she was wrenched upwards, her biceps shackled in Cain’s cruel grip. Forcing herself to meet Cain’s smoldering gaze, Lilith tilted her chin defiantly; her pride would allow no less.

      He was still in his half-beast state, his warped face an ominous mixture of man and animal, with an elongated jaw and deep-set eyes that glinted with cunning and undisguised lust. His naked body was hirsute, covered with dense, dark hair, and even his musculature had altered—his upper body growing larger, bulkier, with heavy ropes of muscle, while his hands had lengthened, thick fingers surmounted with sharp black claws that dug painfully into her arms as he held her upright while he crouching over her.

      Lilith took sanctuary in the knowledge he wouldn’t—couldn’t—kill her. None of the males were strong enough for that, even if they worked together. Only one thing could truly destroy her, and she had ensured that thing would not come to pass.

      “Look at you,” his deep, raspy voice rolled over her. “The Bitch Queen has fallen. You were pinned and rutted like the slut you are. Your cunt is dripping with seed.” He paused, inhaling deeply, then he purred s his eyes slitted, growing heavy as his voice grew even more intense. “Yet, you still smell of your need to be fucked. It seems you like being dominated, being forced to submit to a male as he fucks you raw and bathes your womb with cum. Such a greedy bitch…”

      Cain’s voice held a different undertone than Ares’ had, partially because it barely sounded human, but there was something else there, as well. A sonorous, slumberous susurration that threatened to sooth her into insensitivity. She swayed unconsciously closer to him, awash in the scent of his body, of his arousal, making her light-headed. Her womb clenched as her pussy quivered in anticipation, growing even slicker with her body’s instinctive response.

      Feeling something hot, hard, and heavy prodding at her, Lilith’s eyes finally strayed from Cain’s intense gaze. He had crouched in front of her, his powerful legs spread wide with his knees planted on either side of her legs. His cock jutted forth unashamed from the dense thatch of dark curls, and while he was perhaps not as long as Ares’, his cock was disturbingly thick and curved upwards to reveal fist-sized testicles hanging heavily between his brawny thighs. The skin on his shaft was darker than his natural skin tone, and the twisted veins that pulsed beneath his flesh were thick indigo veins. The hood of his foreskin couldn’t contain his bulbous glans, and a long strand of pearlescent precum drooled from the gaping slit at the tip.

      When Lilith unconsciously licked her lips, Cain growled. Gripping her shoulders, he manhandled her with ease, spinning her around until she was sprawled on her hands and knees, his clawed hands digging into her hips as he caged her in with his body.

      “Seems only proper to fuck you like the bitch you are,” he growled against her ear as he pulled her back against him. Her ass nestled against his groin as he shoved his hips forward, letting his thick shaft sluice between her thighs, slicking his length with her juices.

      Opening her mouth to respond, Lilith’s breath exploded from her in shock as he shoved his cock into her without any further ado, “Fuck!”

      If Ares hadn’t of fucked her so thoroughly, if his knot hadn’t expanded within her and forced her muscles to accept him, the abrupt entry of Cain’s fat cock would have torn her asunder.

      He didn’t hold himself back. He didn’t seek to build up her arousal, nor did he pace himself. It was a raw, brutal claiming, a declaration of masculine dominance, as he used her body as little more than a cock sleeve.

      Every thrust snapped her body forward, her breasts slapping against the floor, his hips pummeled her backside. The polished wood provided no purchase for her to brace herself, not with the bodily fluids pooled beneath her. Guttural curses spilled from Cain’s lips, a profane stream-of-consciousness matched by the curses spewing from her own lips—and while his were more of the more generic, “Fuck, yeah, fuck, so fucking tight,” variety, hers were a bit more pointed.

      “Fucking son-of-a-bitch! Fuck! Ease the fuck up! Unholy shit!”

      Alas, her diatribe lost some of its potency by the gasps, cries, and whimpers torn from her by Cain’s fierce thrusts.

      Then the fucker bit her, and she lost all coherence.

      Fangs dug into the nape of her neck, simultaneously paralyzing her body while sending shockwaves sparking down her spine and an inferno raging through her bloodstream. The sharp agony danced along the razor edge of ecstasy, forcing her muscles to tremble from the strain of tension wracking her.

      It was dirty.

      It was degrading.

      Lilith had never felt so aroused in her entire existence.

      Knowing Cain’s cock was plowing into her sore pussy, her body primed by Ares’ huge organ and the comingled fluids of his seed and her release, while he fucked her like the animal he truly was.

      Suddenly, her head was tilted up, fingers wrapping in her unbound hair and tilting her face so she could look upon the male kneeling before her.

      Xolotl had apparently worked his way from between Lucifer and Shemyaza. Like the other males, he was completely naked—except for Ares, who at least still wore his pants. His burnished coppery skin was smooth and unblemished, firelight casting his body in shades of wildfire and obsidian. Leanly muscled, he had broad shoulders and a narrow waist, his tapered torso cloaked by long hair that fell to the ground in a liquid veil of midnight silk.

      His features were sharp, while his obsidian glowed from within with sinister shadows, glinting with an inner light as they reflected the firelight. Narrow lips were set in a determined line, and although he was not much larger than she was in terms of size, from this position, he was intimidating.

      Particularly given that his hips were thrust forward, and his bare cock bobbed before her eyes. His cock was a shocking, vivid crimson color, while his glans had a flared base before tapering to the tip—like an arrow—giving it an oddly ominous appearance. His shaft was thicker towards the crown, yet at the base, it thickened once more—almost as if he had a spare pair of testicles, despite the large pair dangling loosely beneath his cock.

      “Open,” he commanded, his voice husky and Lilith responded to his dominant tone without hesitation, parting her lips as he guided her head to the tip of his cock. He hissed in pleasure as she wrapped his velvety cock within the heat of her mouth.

      Xolotl didn’t even have to move his hips, allowing Cain’s furious thrusts force his cock further down her throat, muffling her cries as she was shoved forward with a particularly savage thrust that drove her nose into his musk-laden pubes.

      Cain continued to pound Lilith’s juicy, tight cunt, his thrusts growing harder, wilder, driven beyond sanity by the silken sheath that seemed to suckle upon his cock as hungrily as Lilith’s mouth worked Xolotl’s erection.

      “Look at those pretty lips,” Loki whispered against her ear, his breath warm and sweet. “I beat Xol’s cock tastes so fucking good, smells so good. You look pretty with your lips wrapped around his big dick…and you’re fucking beautiful with Cain’s monster cock tearing up your pussy. I know how big that cock is, how it feels slamming inside of you, stretching you so wide, hitting places you never even knew existed.”

      Although he directed the words towards her, Loki’s words seemed to encourage the males to greater effort. Pinned between the two males, Lilith’s body rocked back and forth between them, her whimpers muffled by Xolotl’s throbbing cock as it slid down her gullet, nearly gagging her as it began to thicken in her throat.

      “Such a good little girl,” Loki crooned, “You’re going to get what you need. Don’t worry, even after Cain’s seeded your womb and Xolotl’s cum down your throat, there are still other males who are going to mark you, inside and out. You may have called down the Apocalypse, but we’re going to get a head start on repopulating by breeding you like the sweet little bitch you really are.”

      Some corner of her mind catalogued everything she felt: the taste of Xolotl’s flesh, of his candy-sweet precum as it spurted over her tongue, of Cain’s claws raking along her thighs, the burn of her abused body, of his cock battering her insides, of the sweat trickling down her spine, of Cain’s growls, Xolotl’s groans, and Loki’s wicked words. All of it crashed in on her simultaneously, every separate sensation fusing together into something too powerful for her mind to handle.

      Xolotl’s hands tightened on the back of her head as his hips surged forward, his hips jerking spasmodically as he sought to drive his cock deep down her throat—even as the swollen knot at the base of his shaft grew too engorged to slip passed her gaping jaw. A thunderous howl echoed through the room as he unleashed his searing-hot cum in a relentless torrent.

      Lilith’s throat flexed as she swallowed, desperately trying to keep up with Xolotl’s copious release. Gagging, struggling to breathe, her hands pushed at his bunched thighs as she tried to pull back—but Cain body pressed her forward, his bulk refusing to allow her retreat as he shoved his swollen cock as deeply into her core as he could.

      Once again, Lilith felt the painful strain of her vaginal muscles stretching to accommodate a massive intruder as Cain’s bulbous knot shoved its way into her pussy. She felt her muscles constricting, and she braced herself even as she felt an orgasm threatening to crash in on her.

      Then something stabbed at the sensitive bundle of nerves within her, a sharp stabbing sensation as something sharp—multiple somethings, along the corona of Cain’s cock—dug into the tender flesh of her cervix as his cock locked itself within her womb.

      Cain tore his fangs from Lilith’s flesh, bucking his hips forward hard, as his cock swelled and exploded within her. Feeling the pulse of his cum scorching her insides, Lilith’s body tensed then she too exploded in release, unable to hold back any longer.

      “Fuck!” Cain roared as he felt Lilith’s release drenching his cock, her inner muscles milking his shaft as she trapped him within her. He was too far gone, too caught up in the intense pleasure of unloading his seed within Lilith, too arrogant in his conquest, that he didn’t notice he had also surrendered to the trap that had caught both Ares and Xolotl.

      Barely able to breathe, barely able to sense her own body at this point, Lilith felt her consciousness slipping away, darkness edging in from all sides, but she clung to the threads of sanity with the same sheer determination that had enabled to her survive six thousand years outcast on Earth.

      Feeling Xolotl’s grip loosen, Lilith drew her head back, watching as the male slowly slumped back on his ass, then sprawled out on his back as he struggled to catch his breath. She swallowed, trying to ease the pain in her raw throat, then had to bite back a growl as she saw a smirking Loki crouch before her, taking Xolotl’s place.

      Loki laughed, shaking his head in amusement as he said, “And another two have given their offerings to Lilith. I must admit, that’s rather impressive for someone who never even reached demigoddess status.”

      Lilith snarled, feeling her fangs lengthening as she snapped, “Fuck off, Loki.”

      “Oh, don’t worry, I will,” he promised, his face growing serious, his eyes flashing as he leered down at her.

      In that moment, Lilith felt the true precariousness of her current circumstances, as she felt Cain’s weight slumping forward. He barely caught himself before he collapsed on her, instead managing to slump to his side in an oddly chivalrous attempt to spare her from being crushed—again. Yet, because of his knotted organ still locked within her cunt, Lilith’s body followed his, leaving her spread out on her side, her legs tangled with Cain’s.

      Loki merely watched, his features still solemn, his eyes glowing, as he squatted on his heels, his bare legs spread, his semi-erect cock dangling thickly between his hairy, pale legs. Like Xolotl, he was leanly built, but every muscle was clearly delineated in his pale body. Proving that he was indeed a natural ginger, a dusting of fiery copper hair winged across his chest and arrowed down in a treasure trail over his eight-pack before exploding in a profusion of shockingly bright orange curls at the base of his pale shaft.

      Looming behind him, flanking him on either side, stood Shemyaza and Lucifer; likewise naked, they were silver and gold reflections of one another. They had both allowed their wings to fly free, but where Shemyaza’s silvery-white wings were feathered, Lucifer’s wings were bat-like, the dark patagium casting an ominous shadow over her prone body.

      Without glancing up, Loki said softly to the fallen brothers, “I believe it’s your turn to show Lilith what true beasts are capable of.”
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      They moved with an eerie synchronicity. Tall, lithely muscled, their bare bodies powerful musculature worshipped by the flame’s flickering amber light. Silent predators, with incandescent eyes and wide wings, they struck like birds of prey.

      Lilith was snatched from Cain’s embrace, and once more Lilith had to bite back a cry of shock as her pussy strained to release the cock locked within her; but they were relentless, and far stronger than they looked.

      Pulled upright, she was caged between their tall, powerful bodies, Lucifer before her and Shemyaza behind. Neither said a word, not to her, not to one another—they simply seemed to intuitively know where the other was, how the other would move.

      Swooping down, Lucifer hooked Lilith’s legs in his arms, spreading them apart as he supported them in the crook of his elbow, forcing her back against Shemyaza’s chest. Shemyaza’s arms wrapped around her waist, his large hands cupping her breasts as he pulled her upwards, lifting her from the ground as Lucifer rose upright, lifting her from the ground.

      With the back of her knees resting on Lucifer’s forearms, her cum-drenched cunt spread and exposed, Lilith found herself suspended in midair between the two. Her hands flew up, bracing on Lucifer’s shoulders for support as she gasped; but that gasp quickly turned to a strangled squeak as Lucifer shoved his engorged cock into her cunt with a single, relentless stroke.

      Before she could regain her breath, before she could contemplate her position, much less respond to the massive cock that pulsed angrily within her abused pussy, Lilith felt the head of Shemyaza’s hard cock probing between the cleft of her ass, seeking entrance to her rear passage.

      Lucifer shifted her weight in his arms as his hands cupped her ass cheeks, strong fingers curling into her taut ass as he spread her glutes apart. Her face was buried against his shoulder, her breasts crushed against his chest, as he pulled her tight against his chest. Then Lilith felt Shemyaza’s drag his drooling cock between her parted cheeks, the fat glans probing at the tightly clenched anal ring that guarded her ass.

      She went wild, her flight instinct kicking in.

      “No. No, no, no, no, no!” Lilith began to struggle, squirming violently in their arms, battering her fists against Lucifer’s chest and snarling in a frenzy to escape from being penetrated from behind—attempting to preserve the one place she had never, ever allowed a male to penetrate—they once more responded in unison.

      Their wings curled forward, Lucifer’s patagium shrouding her in darkness as the thin, velvety membranes hooking around Shemyaza’s shoulders, while Shemyaza’s thickly feathered wings curled around Lucifer’s, cocooning her in. Trapped between two hard, male bodies, embraced within the sultry heat of their wings, it was when they both began to purr that her struggles eased, the vibrations rolling through her body, lulling her muscles to relax.

      Again, Loki’s little twist to her magic found purchase in her soul, and Lilith mewled helplessly as Shemyaza’s cock began to press forward, breaching her virgin ass.

      Forced to relax by their sonorous purring, Lilith leaned her head against Lucifer’s shoulders, her eyes closing as she braced herself against the searing pain as Shemyaza’s thick glans forced the ring of muscle to give way. He muffled a grunt of satisfaction against her shoulder, his fangs scoring her flesh, as he slowly pressed forward, sinking inch after thick inch of his cock into her.

      Even with Lucifer bracing her weight against his chest, even with their hypnotic purring, Lilith whimpered as she felt the two cocks straining within her, forcing her body to accommodate them, to serve them as they demanded.

      “It gets easier to take,” Loki’s mocking voice came from somewhere, audible over the loud snores from the fallen, exhausted males. “Just relax. Once it’s in, that’s when the real fun starts. Besides, if I could take Cain’s monster cock up my ass, you can take Shemyaza’s. From what I saw, he’s got length, but not quite the girth of our dear First Murderer.”

      “Hey!” Shemyaza protested as Loki’s words managed to penetrate the dense haze of lust saturating his brain. Unfortunately, he decided to take his wounded pride out on Lilith’s ass.

      “I’ll show you fucking girthy,” Shemyaza growled, tightening his hands painfully on Lilith’s breasts as he shoved his hips violently forward, plunging his cock deep into her body until he was grinding his pubic bone against her ass.

      Lucifer’s deep groan had him throwing back his head in pleasure as he felt Lilith’s inner muscles fluttering around his cock, as he felt the ridges of Shemyaza’s cock sliding against his—divided only by a thin barrier of muscle. Tightening his arms around Lilith, he muffled her cry against his chest as he gloried in the heat of her cunt clinging to his cock, the pressure of her breasts crushed against his chest, the slide of her silken skin against his; knowing that in this female was someone who could handle his fully unleashed lusts.

      “Time to fuck, brother,” Lucifer gritted out as he let the last remnants of his human guise slip away. His eyes slitted, his inner flames flared to life, as he transformed into his true demonic mien.

      “Sounds good, brother,” Shemyaza grunted as he too let loose the vestiges of his “humanity,” fully embracing his fallen form.

      Lilith screamed as she felt the transformations, felt the already huge cocks within her swelling into inhuman proportions. Pulling her head back from Lucifer’s shoulder, she gasped as she witnessed the last of his transformation.

      His skin was covered with scales like a serpent, a dark gold that looked almost black except where it caught the light, then it blazed with a sanguine hue. His hair was liquid gold, shimmering and brilliant, while his eyes burned like twin suns afire. Twin black horns rose from his temples like a crown, and the pointed tail curling around her ankle was somehow not a surprise at all. He had nearly doubled in bulk, his height now easily pushing close to eight feet easy, while his body had thickened with dense, solid muscle.

      Glancing downwards, Lilith saw that Shemyaza’s hands were now the purest ivory, and that they too had grown in scale, matching Lucifer’s massive size. She could feel his body had expanded, his arms larger, his chest wider and torso longer as he pressed against her back; he was probably of a size to equal Lucifer’s, although she couldn’t twisted around to witness the full extent of his transformation as she could Lucifer’s. However, one thing she could feel, is that where Lucifer body was scaled and feverishly hot, Shemyaza’s skin was flawless, as smooth and cold as polished marble.

      Between the two giants, even her six-foot tall, slender frame was fragile and delicate in comparison, even given her immortal body’s strength. Her position was truly precarious; particularly since she was currently suspended high off the ground, held in their powerful arms and impaled upon their mammoth cocks.

      It was the disparity between their temperatures that shocked her body the most, particularly as she felt it both surrounding her body and within her through their mammoth cocks. Lucifer’s cock was like a brand of solid fire inside her cunt, while Shemyaza’s was a thick spike of ice burrowing into her ass.

      Before she had a chance to adjust to their transformation, they began to fuck. Moving in opposition to one another, they used the force of their thrusts to shove her back and forth between them, one thrusting her forward to impale her on the other, then withdrawing until she was thrust back upon them.

      Clawing at Lucifer’s shoulder, Lilith’s head lulled back against Shemyaza’s chest, her lips parted in a soundless, breathless cry as her body was used. Yet, given they had locked eyes with one another, staring at each other over her head, it was almost as if she wasn’t even there, as if they were grudge fucking each other and using her body as some sort of symbolic effigy.

      Something within Lilith roused, uncoiling from within her soul and emerging from her mouth as a throaty shriek as she dug her nails into Lucifer’s chest, clawing deep through his hardened scales to score the flesh beneath. Digging the high, pointed heels of her boots into his muscular ass, she bucked back against Shemyaza as she clenched her inner muscles in an unforgiving vice.

      The fallen bastards only laughed, twin growling groans as they ceased moving, letting her vent her outrage. Leaning down, Lucifer placed his lips against her ear, nipping her with his fangs as he rumbled, “Ah, sweet fucking Lilith…I have waited your lifetime for this moment, to finally bury my cock inside of you.”

      “As have I,” Shemyaza added, his lips against her opposite ear, his voice a clarion, silken purr to Lucifer’s gravelly, sibilant growl. “You were our father’s first female creation, and he forbade us from touching you, instead giving you to that useless, weak-willed waste of flesh.”

      “Eve was a shadow of you,” Lucifer continued, “A pale imitation that doomed humanity. So easily manipulated, so easily controlled, while you were cast out and condemned for being too independent, too strong to bend even to our Creator.”

      “But look at you now,” Shemyaza thrust his hips forward, stroking his vast cock into her depths with a steady, unrelenting stab that made her whimper as she felt the swelling at the base of his shaft threatening to tear into her ass. His large, long fingers tweaked her tender nipples, making her squirm back against him, making that knot of blood-swollen flesh press threateningly against her already stretched bud. “Your sweet cunt taking my brother’s cock. Your ass taking my cock like the beautiful slut you really are.”

      “Now, you’re ours,” Lucifer said simply before he struck, impaling her once more with the full length of his monstrously huge cock. The force of his thrust pushed her back against Shemyaza’s unyielding body, and Lilith screamed until her voice shattered as inhuman pain and pleasure, unbearable agony and ecstasy overwhelmed her enhanced senses.

      Two sets of large fangs claimed either side of her neck, piercing deep as they fastened their huge mouths on her throat as two monstrous knots tore into her body, as Lucifer’s knot tore into her cunt while she was ground back against Shemyaza’s knot—and even as she clenched her muscles tight, her ass gave way as Shemyaza shoved himself into her.

      Everything went dark as she was jerked between the two males, trapped by their arms and wings, locked to them by their cocks buried inside of her. She couldn’t even summon the strength to hang on, her body limp as they shuddered against her, their cocks swelling impossibly large as they began to pump her full of their seed—blazing hot cum drenching her womb while a rush of cum so cold it burned pumped deep into her bowels.

      For the first time in her existence, Lilith swooned, descending into the darkness of oblivion to the accompaniment of growls of satisfaction and that bedamned purring echoing around her.

      When she came to, she found herself laid out on the settee, Loki sprawled out on the floor beside her, gently bathing her with a cool washcloth. Scrambling back away from him, she wildly looked around, trying to regain some semblance of control. She was still nude, only now even her boots had been removed, leaving her feeling oddly more exposed than she had all night.

      Closing her eyes, she heaved a silent sigh of relief as she felt the familiar taste of magic against her flesh, letting her know that it wasn’t too late; that things were still proceeding according to her plans—even with Loki’s tampering.

      Loki laughed, tossing the damp cloth in her lap as he rose to his feet and stretched with lissome grace, arrogant in the sureness of his masculinity. “It’s okay. They’ve all scurried off, no doubt scrambling to save what they can and prepare for this apocalypse you’ve unleashed on us all.”

      He tsked, shaking his head, letting his unbound mane of coppery curls dance over his freckled shoulders. “You really should have called me earlier, you know. We could have truly made this an apocalypse to remember.”

      “Why are you still here, then?” Lilith asked, staring pointedly at him. Arching a delicate brow, she let her eyes skim down his nude body, pausing as his impressive, flaccid cock twitched beneath her gaze. “Hoping for sloppy…” She paused, picking up the washcloth and glancing down at her bare sex. “Well, sixths?”

      “Actually, yes,” he purred, his lips twisted in a self-deprecating smirk, “But not now. I’m afraid you really didn’t leave us much time, did you? I mean, I barely had the time to modify your spell before the others arrived, and even then, most of the mojo you had woven was rather outside even my extensive knowledge. I’m still not sure what you hoped to accomplish.”

      Crouching down, his expression that of a curious little boy, he gave her puppy dog eyes. “Come now, sweetie, tell your bestie Loki what you’ve got planned after the grand finale.” Crossing his finger over his heart, he solemnly avowed, “I swear, I won’t tell the others.”

      Rising to her feet, Lilith strode passed the kneeling Trickster. With a thought, she was clad once more in black silk, her feet once more clad in her high heeled boots. “I don’t have time for your shenanigans, Loki. You’ve screwed up enough for one apocalypse, and I have things I still need to do.”

      She paused at the door, glancing back over her shoulder with a small smirk. “Besides, you may want to run to the drugstore and pick up a pregnancy test before they’re all gone.”

      Then, she disappeared into darkness, leaving only her mocking laughter behind her. She had gotten what she needed from the others, carrying within her the seeds of her new Dark Eden.

      Loki grinned as he rose to his feet. Placing his hand on his taut abdomen, he looked down and whispered, “There, there. Don’t you worry, your wicked Auntie Lily will come around soon enough, and I have a feeling that not everything is going to go the way she expects.”

      Whistling a jaunty lullaby, Loki opened a portal to his daughter’s realm. He had to rouse his other children, make sure they and his people were prepared to sally forth. A new world had been ordered, and he planned on carving himself a nice little kingdom for his family.

      “After all,” he laughed, “Blood’s important!”
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      The Last of Us series contains the experiences, trials, and dangers of a group of individuals who are thrown together in the middle of a deadly outbreak and virus. Each book will chronicle the adventures of a different set of characters and weave them together throughout the series. Some will come and go. Others will stay. As this series is written to give you glimpses of their struggle for survival some may end with cliffhangers, but all characters will be revisited as their stories progress.
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        The city has fallen . . . where will you run?
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      “Are you cold?” Zeke’s arm slid around my back as my head fell against his chest. “I don’t mind being your personal heater.”

      “A little.” Slipping my arms around his waist, I tilted my head up as he leaned down and pressed a soft kiss against my lips. “You can be my heater anytime.”

      “That’s awfully generous of you to allow it.” Humor danced in his hazel gaze with flecks of green. “Is that why you keep me around?”

      “Maybe,” I squealed as he began to tickle my sides. “Stop!” I screeched as he laughed.

      “Spring is awfully wet and cool this year,” he observed, “It’s nearly the end of May and we still haven’t seen eighty degrees more than a couple of times.”

      “Are you anxious to get me into a bikini?”

      He smirked, lifting his shoulders in a shrug. “Guilty.”

      “All you think about is sex,” I accused, hiding a grin.

      “Of course, that’s why I insisted you move in.” He winked as a giggle escaped from between my lips. The man was insatiable.

      “The weather’s going to have to warm up quite a bit first.” A light chill swept through the evening breeze as I shivered. “Were you watching the news? Hear anything about the CDC?”

      He didn’t answer right away. “Come inside or I’ll be forced to find ways to warm you up no matter who may see us.”

      Laughing lightly, I let him pull me into our townhouse as the sun’s rays set and the horizon was bathed in golden hues of amber, crimson, pink, and lavender. “I should let you know your chances of getting lucky are pretty high.”

      “Are they now?”

      Zeke’s mouth covered mine and I felt the heat and passion of his touch all the way to my toes. Someday I was going to marry this man. He may not have thought that far into our future, but I sure did. Pulling back, his expression grew serious.

      “The CDC is saying there’s some kind of flu going around. A bad one. It didn’t taper off like usual when the winter ended. There’s new cases being documented every day.”

      Frowning, I turned to the news channel that was covering the flu epidemic and picked up the remote, increasing the volume.

      “Dr. Schroeder, the public is concerned that your new drug isn’t able to withstand this flu outbreak. Skeptics are saying ST 541 may in fact be the cause of this deadly strain.”

      Dr. Schroeder sat taller in his chair and faced the camera. “That’s a lie. ST 541 has done nothing but increase the human lifespan and cure cancer, just as I intended. Millions of people are now healthy and living to see their grandchildren have grandchildren. That’s never been possible before now.”

      “That may be true, but more flu cases are developing daily. Some say certain zip codes – such as those in lower income brackets – are hit especially hard. Wasn’t ST 541 meant to help all people regardless of demographics?”

      The doctor was angry, and his voice betrayed his level of emotion. “That’s nothing but rumor, conjecture, and lies all spun by those who have a vested interest in seeing my drug fail. It’s not enough that people are living longer and healthier lives without the need of medications for chronic conditions such as hypertension and diabetes. Now I’m being accused of sabotaging the very health system I’ve worked so hard to improve.”

      “People are scared, Dr. Schroeder, and the influx in cases continues to rise. Are you unsympathetic to their concerns?”

      “No,” he answered with defeat, “not at all. I’m simply stating that this flu strand and my drug are unrelated.”

      The panel of experts argued over his statements and began to talk over one another. The conversation ended without any resolution as the station went to a commercial break. Zeke picked up the remote and shut off the television with a look of disgust.

      “Somebody is lying, and we’ll never find out the truth. I’m already sick of the media,” he admitted, tossing the remote on the couch. “Nat, you need to be careful. I’m worried about how vulnerable you are right now. The hospitals seem like the worst place to be.”

      This wasn’t the first time Zeke had said this in the last couple of weeks. “I know and I understand how you feel but I disagree. The hospitals are the safest place right now. I have every possible treatment at my fingertips.” Placing my hands on his chest, I lifted up on my tiptoes to press a kiss to his lips. “Trust me, honey. I know what I’m doing.”

      His hand brushed across my jaw and cupped my cheek as his expression softened. “You know I can’t lose you, right? What would I do if you became sick?”

      “It’s a good thing I don’t plan on being lost or exposed to the virus.”

      The corners of his mouth lifted as a smile ghosted across his rugged features. “I would find you. If anything happens, you know that, right?”

      “Of course,” I acknowledged. “Just like I’d come find you.”

      “Then we have a plan. Things go to shit and we make it a priority to find one another. Meet here and if that’s not safe then we meet at my parent’s cabin in the woods of Hocking Hills. You remember how to get there?”

      I nodded, my smile wavering as he gently swiped a smooth fingertip across my jaw. “I do. It’s a hell of a trip if there’s no transportation but no more than a day if you walked straight without stopping much.”

      “Don’t worry, Nat. I’m sure everything is fine. It’s just good to have a backup plan. You know?”

      He was right. I didn’t speak my fears aloud, but something wasn’t right with the flu outbreak and the government’s lack of explanation. The news pointed fingers and blame but gave no resolution or concrete answers. The hospital where I worked had its own ideas about the outbreak, but we were cautioned not to discuss the subject around patients. The influx of new cases was rising despite the massive efforts to intervene and dispense medication early while limiting exposure.

      “I know,” I agreed, and managed a sincere smile even as an uneasy feeling settled into my gut. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

      “It won’t,” he assured me, “but there’s nothing wrong with being prepared. Makes me feel less anxious,” he joked but I caught the worry hidden in his tone.

      “I’ll be fine, Zeke. I’m a survivor,” I joked, pressing my lips to his sensual mouth.

      The kiss deepened as he grasped the back of my neck and held me in place. His tongue plundered and explored as it collided with mine and Zeke picked me up, half dragging us into our bedroom.

      “I need you,” he growled low, fingers tugging at the zipper of my dress.

      The soft material slid down and exposed my shoulder as he kissed down my arm. The fabric fell with a whisper to the carpet and I sighed softly as he pressed up against my back.

      “I love how sexy you are, Nat. It drives me crazy.”

      We had gone out for a nice dinner earlier and I’d dressed up for the occasion, lacy lingerie under the black dress the clung to my curves in all the right places. Zeke unclasped my bra and dropped it to the side as his lips made a heated and slightly wet trail all the way down my spine. He turned me gently and lavished his attention on my breasts, lifting the heavy globes as he flicked with his tongue and suckled at the flesh until my nipples were so hard, they nearly ached.

      “Zeke,” I moaned as his hands slid over my ass and squeezed.

      “Damn, baby, you’re my little slice of heaven.”

      “You’re such a smooth talker,” I teased.

      Growling, he pressed up against me as the proof of his attraction poked into my stomach. “The things you do to me.”

      Reaching down, I cupped the bulge in his pants. “The things I want you to do to me and the wicked things I want to do to you.” He nearly snarled as the lust filled his eyes and I sank to my knees, tugging the zipper of his trousers down roughly and yanking until his pants were in a puddle around his ankles.

      “Fuck,” he yelled as he panted, his gaze locked on my every movement.

      I pushed his boxer briefs down his muscular thighs and leaned in, grasping his erection as my tongue covered the soft velvety tip. I covered the head with my mouth and sucked hard as he jolted, and his knees almost buckled. “Like that?”

      “Baby,” he groaned, “your skills are astounding.”

      I slowly began to lick and stroke, my hand rolling over his thick rigid length as a needy groan escaped his lips. Knowing exactly how he liked to be touched was a turn on. Zeke hissed as I took his entire cock into my mouth. Lots of practice kept me from gagging as he began to move his hips and his hand cupped the back of my head.

      My lips glided over him as I pulled and sucked and wrapped my mouth snug around his skin. Up and down, over and over, my speed increasing as I worked his shaft. Double fisting his length I loved the control that I had over him. Zeke cried out as he climaxed, and his body shook with light tremors.

      “Fuckkkk,” he whispered as the word drew out on his exhale.

      I swallowed every drop as he reached for me and we fell down on the bed.

      “Damn, give me just a sec. I’m not nearly done with you yet.”

      “Oh, I’m counting on it,” I replied with a wicked wink.

      I was absolutely certain that I wasn’t getting much sleep tonight.
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      “Nat pick up the damn phone,” I muttered, redialing again as her voicemail rattled off the usual spiel. “Please, babe.”

      My chest felt tight as I tried not to panic. Natalie warned me that the flu cases were increasing at the hospital and the overload was almost too much for the staff. She’d been putting in long hours, sometimes sleeping at the hospital to take on extra shifts. I’d barely seen her the last few days.

      Reaching for the remote, I turned up the volume on the television and gasped when I saw the headlines scrolling across the bottom of the screen. Tamiflu and other antiviral products were out of stock at most pharmacies. Production couldn’t keep up with demand. The CDC was advising anyone with symptoms to remain at home to reduce panic and exposure while a representative who wasn’t sick would pick up medication at the listed dispensing locations on specific upcoming dates. Information was listed on the screen. The hospitals were no longer accepting new cases unless the patient was critical.

      My jaw dropped.

      The hospitals were turning people away. How was that even possible? Could they do that? Wouldn’t it start a riot?

      Shit. Was Natalie safe?

      I nearly chucked the phone across the room when I couldn’t reach her after another thirty minutes. Snatching up my car keys, I stomped toward the front door and flung it open the same moment I saw my girl leaning against the doorframe, her eyes half closed in fatigue.

      “Nat!” I exclaimed as I rushed forward and scooped her up into my arms. “Baby, tell me you’re alright.”

      Fuck!

      “I’m fine,” she whispered, her head dropping forward into my neck. The heat of her breath nearly scorched my skin. “Just tired, Zeke. Promise. I’m not sick.”

      I’m not sick.

      Three words were never as terrifyingly important.

      Pressing my lips to her forehead, I walked swiftly into our room and settled her down on our bed. She was asleep before I could finish undressing her and slide a nightshirt over her head. Instead of disturbing her I left her naked under the covers and placed a bottle of water next to her phone where I left it to charge. The damn thing was totally dead. No battery life at all. No wonder I couldn’t reach her earlier.

      Once she was awake, I’d make her promise not to let it die like that again.

      We needed to be able to keep in contact at all times. If shit went down, I had to be able to reach Nat. The worst feeling of unease settled into my gut.

      Things were rapidly going to shit, and I had to keep her safe.

      Hours later I was pacing the living room floor as I waited for her to wake up. Out of habit I turned on the television and instantly regretted it. The news media did nothing but cover the flu outbreak and multiple theories about how it began. It was tiresome.

      An alert blared as breaking news flashed across the screen, a reporter staring at the camera with a nervous smile. “We have breaking news. You’re hearing this first . . .”

      Shit. What now?

      “Bottled water has been linked to the deadly virus outbreak as confirmed sources say the strand was purposely added to bottled water in specific facilities and then distributed to zip codes around the city.”

      Fuck!

      A gasp from behind me confirmed Nat was awake and had heard the broadcast.

      “Tell me you haven’t been drinking any bottled water,” I whispered, suddenly frightened of the thought that she would be exposed and contaminated at the hospital.

      “No,” she gulped, “I use the fridge here to fill my bottle with ice and water and then usually grab a Gatorade or something at work. It’s pricey and you know I hate to pay for water when its free.”

      A dry laugh tumbled from my lips. “I’m glad you’re so cheap.”

      She smiled but I could tell the thought terrified her as she blinked a few times and tried to process what the news disclosed. “All those people . . . sick because of bottled water? This doesn’t make sense.”

      “It does if you’re the elite in society and you want to eradicate those considered beneath you.”

      She visibly blanched at my words. “That’s impossible, right? We live in a free democratic country. Things like that don’t happen in the United States.”

      I didn’t have the heart to tell her that the world we knew was changing. It was painfully obvious a new regime had come to power and the rules we thought governed our life were no longer in place. If there was a plan to control and dominate certain undesirable people or demographics what was to stop it from continuing? Who would decide the worth or value of each human life?

      “I don’t know, babe,” I finally answered as I walked forward and tugged her into my arms, tucking her in closer as I rested my chin on the top of her head. “We need to stay close to one another. I’ll drop you off and pick you up from work from now on. Alright?” I asked her for permission, but it was lip service. I’d be doing it whether she agreed or not.

      “You’re lucky you work from home. If I had more vacation time, I’d use it.”

      “Take some unpaid leave,” I suggested. “I make more than enough to pay the bills alone. I don’t mind keeping you here between the sheets as much as possible.” Making light of the situation was my defense mechanism. When life got hard, I usually turned to humor. My brother Ty was the same. We both took after my father. My old man served twenty years for his country and was a hardass, but he loved his family and knew that life was worth the small moments that made up the whole experience. He’d said that many times over the years all the way up to the day he died nearly eighteen months ago.

      “You’re gonna end up knocking me up,” she joked.

      “It’s not like I don’t intend to marry you soon,” I quipped as her head snapped up in shock. Cradling her face in my hands, I kissed her softly on the lips, nibbling with my teeth as I was tempted to devour her right here on the living room floor. “I want to spend the rest of my life with you, Nat. You’re it for me. I’ve known since our first date when you spilled wine all over your lap and laughed at my stupid jokes. It takes a special woman to put up with my shit.”

      Tears filled her eyes and were quickly blinked back. “Are you asking or telling me?”

      Grinning like a fool I answered honestly, “probably a bit of both.” I jumped away from her and darted into our bedroom, reaching inside the top drawer of my dresser. Inside was a little black box I’d bought over two months prior. I’d hidden it until our anniversary on the fourth of July, but this seemed like the perfect moment. Dropping to one knee, I confessed my undying love and said all the sappy stuff in my heart I’d been secretly rehearsing for weeks. Every word was true. “Will you marry me, Natalie?”

      She gasped at the diamond engagement ring and nodded, clearly surprised which is exactly how I wanted this to happen. “Yes, Zeke, I’ll marry you.”

      Leaping to my feet, I snatched her up into my arms and tossed her down on our bed. “You have five seconds to get naked and expose your sweet pussy or I’m going to rip those clothes from your body.”

      Natalie shivered and that look that I loved – the one that said come claim me – was visible in her sexy cobalt blue eyes. They’d electrified me since our first date and still remained as hypnotizing. She had this power over me, a level of control that I’d never given any woman before her and certainly would never give another after since she was destined to be mine. I’d mentioned this to her often enough I think she believed me now.

      In the time it took to process these thoughts she’d stripped down to nothing but her red lace thong and bra and I held up a hand – because fuck, yes! – and admired the view. My girl had curves in all the right places, soft and warm with smooth skin that my palms itched to touch as I glided my hands across every exposed inch.

      To look at her, you’d think she was a punk rock chick. Nat’s hair was a white blonde with dyed pieces of dark red woven in like highlights. Short along the sides but much longer on top, the strands spiked up and backward in this sensual way that gave her appearance a reckless edge. She reminded me of the artist P!nk. Nat had her own look though and I loved her individuality. Who knew I’d be so turned on by her triple pierced ears and diamond nose stud along with her Converse Chuck Taylor shoes and medical scrubs?

      Me? The guy who wore sweatpants and gym clothes most of the time? I lived in athletic gear and never missed my daily workouts. When I left home it was in a suit for long boring finance meetings. Of course, I wasn’t a health food nut like her. Give me beer and cheeseburgers any day. The differences just made her all the more endearing.

      My gaze roamed over her succulent ass and curvy hips as she rolled over on her stomach and lifted in the air, pausing to peek over her shoulder.

      “Want me this way?”

      Fuck. If I wasn’t hard before I was ready to burst through my jeans now.

      “Thank you, Jesus,” I whispered, admiring the way her rounded cheeks jiggled just a little with her giggle.

      “Did you just thank God or something?”

      “I did,” I admitted. “An ass that sexy needs credit.”

      “You make me so wet.”

      Groaning, I began tossing clothing all over the room until I was naked, gliding forward to give her ass a definitive slap. I smoothed my palm along her spine and pressed soft kisses all the way down her spine as she arched her back in response. My thumbs hooked into her thong and pulled it down as I looked at those sweet pretty lips exposed for my viewing pleasure. I knew her tight wet pussy was waiting for my tongue, but I wasn’t going to rush my time with her.

      Nat sensed my mood as I pulled the thong off. Her legs widened as she spread herself wide and I shivered, my cock hard enough to pound inside her for hours. We weren’t leaving this bedroom until I had her every way I wanted, exactly as much as I wanted. Lucky for me my girl was as ravenous as I was in the bedroom.

      My hand cupped her mound from behind and I leaned down, nipping her ass cheek with my teeth. “Mine.”

      “Always, Zeke,” she purred, a soft moan leaving her lips.

      “You’ll really marry me?” I asked, grazing her intimate area with my tongue.

      “Oh,” she gasped, “yes, Zeke.”

      “Yes, to what?” I asked as I swiped upward and then plunged inside her heat.

      “Both. Everything. All of it!” She began to move her hips as I sank a finger and then two to join the flick of my tongue.

      I pumped slowly in and out and curled my fingers, so I reached that sweet spot. Nat jolted in my arms. I withdrew as she whimpered and flipped her onto her stomach as I tugged her ass to the end of the bed. On my knees I leaned in and resumed my feast, licking and sucking and nibbling at her clit as her cries grew louder.

      “Zeke, I’m going to come soon.”

      I was a greedy bastard. She always came more than once. It was my master plan to keep her with me forever. “Then come, baby. Come for me.”

      She trembled and moaned until I felt her release and her limbs quaked as her juices flooded her channel and coated my chin. Fuck. There was nothing better than her taste.

      I slid inside her in one swift thrust and began to move slowly, gliding in and almost all the way out before I plunged inside her again. Lifting her legs up and over my shoulders continued the movements as I kissed her sensual lips. Nat’s fingers trailed my chest and upward before tangling into my hair.

      “I love you,” she moaned as I stroked her clit and increased my speed, pounding into her relentlessly as I sheathed my dick completely. Nat was always so tight and warm, her body wet and responding to mine without effort. We were made for one another.

      “Roll over,” I commanded as I pulled out and slapped her ass twice. “Next time I’m going to tie you up.”

      “God, Zeke. Yes!”

      Smirking, I tugged her ass back into my hips as I stroked my dick and smacked the tip against her pussy. “You want this?”

      “Nungh,” she mumbled, unable to pronounce her words. I’d robbed her of coherent thought.

      I loved it when she was this turned on. She’d gush all over my cock soon.

      “Say it, baby.”

      “I want your dick!”

      A light chuckle left my lips. “Fuck yeah, Natalie. I love you, too.” The words had barely left my lips when I thrust into her hard and fast, pumping wildly as I slid my hand around her throat. My hips pumped as I growled and slammed into her over and over again. Her climax came on so quickly I barely realized she was going to come seconds before she released and soaked my cock to the point that her juices ran down her sexy thighs and coated us both. I roared as I spurted deep inside her and held onto her hips, gripping her flesh tightly as I fought to remain upright.

      Natalie collapsed and I slipped from her swollen core to scoop her up into my arms. We lay on the bed together as our eyes closed and I stroked her cheek with affection. Natalie was the best part of my life and I couldn’t wait to see what the future had in store for us.
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      “We’re never going to make it on time to Red, White, and Boom if you can’t get your cute ass moving.”

      Zeke’s tone was filled with humor, but I knew he was right. Central Ohio’s biggest fireworks display was an annual event I looked forward to attending every year since I was a kid. Zeke and I met at Red, White, and Boom three years ago and it held a special place in my heart. We never missed the chance to go each year and celebrate with friends.

      “I’m almost done with my shift. I’ve got a few charts to finish but I should be done in thirty minutes.”

      He sighed dramatically over the phone and I giggled. “I wanted time for a quickie.”

      A loud laugh launched from my throat as a few of my coworkers and friends smiled. They loved Zeke. He was sweet and treated me like a queen. My friends adored him even more after I showed up with my new engagement ring and recounted our passionate night together.

      “You’ll have to wait until tonight,” I teased, “but don’t worry. I’ll make it worth it.”

      “Damn. Now I’m sporting a hard-on and you’re too far away.”

      “I’ll take care of you, Z!”

      My best friend was a pain in the ass, but I loved her craziness. I turned toward the leggy brunette and flipped her off. “Shut up, Tara.”

      Zeke’s laughter echoed in my ear. “Tell Tara I’m unavailable.”

      “Shit, he can share me. I’ll do you both.” She winked and slapped her hand down on the counter. “Let’s finish up. I want to get out of here before sunset.”

      “We’re finishing up, babe. I’ll see you soon. Save me a seat!”

      “A seat and a kiss,” he promised. “Don’t make me wait too long. All I have for company is my drunk ass brother and a bunch of guys who smell like an Axe commercial. My dick is shriveling.”

      “You’re crazy, you know that?” I burst out, hardly able to contain my humor.

      “Tell my soon to be sister-in-law to get her cute ass here as fast as possible and bring Tara.” Zeke’s brother Ty was as much a handful as my fiancé.

      “I heard that!” Tara yelled. “You couldn’t handle me, Ty!”

      There was a scuffle and Ty’s voice could be heard as he responded, “I’m game if you are, baby.”

      He wasn’t talking to me.

      Tara winked as I shook my head, hoping Zeke could hear me over Ty’s drunken singing since he’d burst into spontaneous song in the background. “Bye, babe. See you soon!”

      “Hey,” Zeke called out as I was about to end the call.

      “Yeah?”

      “I love you, Nat.”

      “I love you, too.”

      Tara chucked a pen in my direction as I moved out of the line of fire. “You two are nauseatingly cute.”

      Zeke ended the call and I rushed Tara, nearly knocking her over as we both laughed.

      “Listen, those charts aren’t going anywhere. We can finish tomorrow. Let’s go change so we can leave here on time for once.”

      I didn’t have to be asked twice. Several nurses were making rounds and there was plenty of coverage at the station in case a patient needed something or pressed their call button. Tara and I grabbed our bags and headed into the employee lounge in our wing, a luxury we appreciated on a day like today. Once we had changed our outfits and were rid of the scrubs, we made our way into the bathroom to freshen up.

      “Do you have that liquid black eyeliner with you?” Tara was lining her lips with a dark red lipstick and pouted into the mirror before she blotted her mouth on a paper towel.

      “Yeah, here.” I handed it over as I finished my smoky eye look and admired the finished product. Zeke was going to love my bare midriff and sexy new top. Maybe we could find someplace private as the fireworks started. It wouldn’t be the first time we had sex during the light show.

      Tara snapped her fingers and I smiled. “Hey, quit daydreaming about your hot fiancé,” she teased.

      “At least he has an equally hot brother.”

      “Damn. That’s the truth.”

      We were just closing up the zippers and bags with all of our products when a loud bang startled us both. It sounded like the metal door on one of the bathroom stalls.

      “Hey, did you hear that?” I asked, wondering if another small animal had made its way into the hospital. It wouldn’t be the first time we spotted a rat or raccoon.

      “Yeah. I thought we were alone in here. It’s been so quiet.” Tara moved down the row of stalls and peeked along the bottom, probably looking for shoes. “There’s someone in the second to last one.” She pointed at the white nursing shoes that were clearly planted on the floor.

      How did we miss another person was in here?

      Clearing my throat, I tapped on the door. “Hey, are you alright in there? Need some TP?” I’d run out a time or two myself in the past. Luckily, I could count on Tara to rush in with another roll.

      I nearly jumped out of my skin when another loud bang hit the center of the door.

      Tara frowned. “That’s not a normal response.”

      No shit.

      “Should we try to help her?”

      Tara glared my way. “Do you think she wants us to peek over the door and catch her with her panties down?”

      Her sarcasm was duly noted but I wasn’t sure what to do. “Okay, fine, you have a point.”

      There was another bang on the door and this time we heard the slight scuffle of feet on the linoleum floor. An odd scraping sound followed and made me wince as Tara tugged on my arm.

      “There’s blood on the floor.”

      Shocked, I immediately looked at the ground and saw the crimson droplets plopping onto the floor. A few splashes could be seen on the once pristine white shoes as the feet moved and rolled at an odd angle. Terrified of the cause of the blood I remained immobile as Tara darted forward into the stall directly to the left and jumped up on the toilet seat, gripping the top of the metal wall separation as she leaned over.

      “Holy fuck!” she shouted, seconds before the door crashed open and Tara fell down, scrambling to her feet as she barreled straight into me knocking us both to the hard-slippery tiles. We screamed as the crazed and bloody nurse from the stall snapped her jaw and lunged forward. Her fingers were covered in blood as if she had been clawing at the door in an effort to escape.

      “Move!” I shouted and began pushing Tara toward the door as we finally made it to the door. Grabbing the handle, I was all set to open it when Tara screamed, and the nurse’s nails scraped across her forearm. I watched in horror as the once friendly woman now appeared to be a ravenous monster who craved human flesh. Her mouth clamped down on Tara’s hand as she fought the nurse and a strip of skin was torn off, the teeth imbedding at least an inch as she bit down.

      I would never forget Tara’s scream of agony.

      My body reacted and I reached for the metal hand dryer, yanking hard as it dislodged from the wall. I didn’t think about what I was doing and slammed the metal box down over the nurse’s head. She snarled and bolted forward with an inhuman zeal. I backed away as the restroom door opened and someone shouted at us to run.

      There wasn’t time to do anything else but obey. I grabbed Tara and shoved her toward the door as we practically fell through the door and one of the maintenance guys slammed the door shut behind us. He proceeded to shove a heavy chair from the waiting room next door in front in case that nurse was able to escape. Maybe she wouldn’t open the handle . . .

      “Fuck,” Tara breathed, clutching her hand to her chest. “That crazy bitch bit me.”

      “Are you alright?” I asked, gasping for breath.

      “Don’t either of you watch horror movies?” I’d forgotten about the maintenance guy. His name tag read John.

      “John?” I asked, waiting for him to clarify.

      He nodded, glancing down the empty hall and back. “Yeah.”

      “Well, John, we don’t like horror all that much and I can’t stand The Walking Dead.” I nodded toward Tara. “She likes unicorns and fantasy. I blame her for my shortcomings.”

      Tara snorted.

      John shook his head in clear annoyance. “She’s going to change and die. You should ditch her and come with me. I can get you out of here.”

      Wide-eyed, I shook my head. “I can’t leave my best friend.”

      “You’re a dick,” Tara blurted, moaning as she leaned against the wall.

      “That’s only going to get worse. I’m serious. This is your last chance to get out of here before shit goes down and you’re the next meal.” John reached for my hand, but I shook my head. “Sorry, babe. You’re cute but I won’t die for you.”

      John left us as we stared at his retreating back in shock.

      “Fuck,” I whispered. “We’ve got a problem.”

      “Which one would that be?” Tara groaned. “This hurts like a bitch by the way.”

      “I left my phone in the fucking bathroom.”
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      “Shouldn’t Nat be here by now?” I looked at my watch for the hundredth time in the last thirty minutes. “It’s been nearly an hour.”

      “Maybe they had extra work to finish,” Ty suggested.

      “No,” I disagreed, “Nat would have texted or called. Something is wrong.”

      Ty clamped a hand down on my shoulder. “She probably got stuck in the crowd. There has to be a half a million people here tonight.”

      He wasn’t far off. Red, White, and Boom drew in a serious crowd. Last year there was over 400,000 in attendance. This year was supposed to be an even larger crowd. Extra beer stands and live bands had been booked, not to mention the food vendors.

      “Yeah, I didn’t think of that. Want another beer? There’s a stand close to Broad and Front St. they just added.” Which also happened to be within walking distance of Grant Medical Center where Natalie worked.

      “Dude, when have you ever known me to turn down another beer?”

      Uh, never. My brother was a serious lush. A lovable one, but still. “Let’s go. Maybe we’ll find Nat and Tara on the way.”

      We began moving through the crowd as the sun was starting to set. The sky darkened into a brilliant display of colors as red, blue, and white lights lit up the crowd like a beacon. As if the patriotic t-shirts, bandanas, and other clothing items weren’t enough. Glow-in-the-dark necklaces, bracelets, and headbands with sparkling stars adorned most of the crowd. Kids were playing with sparklers and drawing objects into the air like me and Ty used to do as kids.

      The entire experience was a bit nostalgic.

      “Man, is it me or are the chicks hotter than last year?” His gaze was roaming over all the short shorts and tank tops, spilling cleavage, and sweaty bodies. I used to do the same. All of that changed three years ago when I met Natalie.

      “There’s only one sexy ass I admire now,” I joked.

      “Fuck, bro, I love you but you’re crazy settling down so young.”

      Ty was older than me by two years. I couldn’t remember the last time he had a serious relationship. “Yeah, but when you meet the right girl . . .” I trailed off and shrugged, “you just know.”

      Ty’s expression grew serious. “I get that. Really. I’m happy for you. You know that, right?”

      I did. Punching him playfully on the arm, I laughed when he grabbed me and started to mess up my hair as he held me under his arm. “Hey!” I yelled. “Fuck. Now my hair is all messed up,” I complained as I pushed him away. “I won’t look pretty for Nat.”

      “Pussy,” he snorted, a loud guffaw launching from his throat.

      Several people in the crowd gave us dirty looks as we chuckled and stood in line for another cold brew. It was hot as hell and the setting sun hadn’t helped much. It was almost dark by the time we were sipping our cold beers and standing off to the side.

      “I’m gonna try Nat again.” Cell phone reception had been spotty most of the evening. Maybe it was the crowd and all of the buildings downtown. I kept getting a busy signal or the call couldn’t be completed as dialed. Annoying as fuck.

      “Still nothing?”

      “No,” I answered, feeling uneasy. “I’m really starting to worry,” I admitted.

      “What do you want to do?” Ty seemed concerned, too. “I suppose we could walk toward the hospital if we can push through this crowd.”

      I was already considering doing that exact thing anyway so nodded in agreement. “We’re going to miss the fireworks, but I wouldn’t be able to enjoy them without her anyway.”

      Ty rubbed the back of his neck sheepishly. “Yeah, I know.”

      Stopping midstride, I turned to my brother with an amused smirk. “Tara has you wrapped around her little finger. Dude, don’t say shit to me about Nat ever again.” I wasn’t sure how long they had been hooking up, but I didn’t think Natalie had a problem with it.

      Ty knew I was teasing. “She’s smokin’ hot and sweet, and those thighs . . . damn she clenches around my waist and ass tight when –”

      “Fuck. Don’t finish that sentence. Seriously.”

      “You’re so easy.”

      “Yeah, I am. Ask my girl when you see her.”

      Ty laughed as we moved to the far right and attempted to get our bearings. “I can’t see shit. There are way too many people here. Next year we’ll just shoot off fireworks in my back yard instead.”

      “It’s not a bad idea. I’m sure Nat will agree. The crowd is crazy. As much as I love all the drinking and celebration it’s almost too much anymore.”

      Ty made a disgusted noise as he shot me a disapproving look. “You’re only twenty-nine, bro.”

      I didn’t know how to explain to him that lifestyle wasn’t what I wanted or craved now. I finally met someone I could grow old with and marry, have children and spend the rest of my days happy. The fantastic sex was an added bonus. “You’ll see one day.”

      There was a shout from the crowd followed by a scream as those around us began mumbling about the distraction.

      “I think people are getting impatient for the fireworks to start.”

      “Yeah, probably. It’s not cooling off either. All of this body heat everywhere and there’s no breeze.” My shirt was clinging to my skin by now and Ty looked as uncomfortable as I felt.

      Several more screams could be heard from our far right and Zeke climbed up on one of the Porta Potty outhouses that were smashed up against one another in a long row.

      “What the fuck?” He shouted as I folded my arms across my chest in frustration.

      “Care to elaborate?” I lifted my hands and waved as he stared ahead. “Hey. Do you see anything?”

      Ty’s eyes widened and I noticed that the crowd was beginning to panic as people pushed into one another and appeared to be trying to move from the right corner about twenty feet ahead. My brother jumped down and pulled on my arm as he began to run.

      “Move! Now!”

      I didn’t hesitate to follow because I could tell something had freaked him out. Ty wasn’t someone who spooked easily and if he looked that scared then it was serious. Had a fight broken out? Did someone have a weapon?

      One of the downtown parking garages was close. We darted inside and ran down the blacktop toward a set of elevators. Ty was mashing buttons and looking over his shoulder like Jason or Freddy Krueger was on his ass and about to chop him up into little pieces.

      “What the hell, Ty? Are you gonna tell me what’s going on or not?”

      More screams could be heard out on the street and the sound of running feet came closer. He turned my way and placed his hands on my shoulders. I’d never seen him look so serious.

      “Either we’re in the middle of a Zombie Run or there’s actual fucking zombies out there attacking people.”

      “What?” Was he joking?

      The elevator doors dinged but nothing happened. They didn’t open. Not a single one.

      “Fuck,” Ty cursed, running his hand through his dark hair. “We have to get out of here.”

      Blinking, his words didn’t quite sink in. Zombies? What the actual fuck?

      Ty moved cautiously around the corner where his gaze rested on the garage entrance. He seemed to be watching the whole area with alarm as his hand gripped the wall a little too tight. “Come on. We’re going to Grant and grabbing the girls so we can get the hell out of here.”

      I followed Ty as we kept to the shadows and the corners of the garage close the cement walls. Ducking down, we avoided exposing ourselves to the people kept running just as short distance beyond the garage. Snarls and growls filled the air and I wasn’t sure what to think. If this was one of those crazy zombie runs, then it may sound similar to what I was hearing.

      Maybe this was all some kind of joke.

      “Alright, there’s not much we can do. We’re vulnerable here. We don’t have any weapons except what’s in my truck. Either we go there and grab my gun and hunting knife, or we go for Nat and Tara first. Your call.”

      Shit. If there were actual zombies out here, I had to go for Nat first. What if she didn’t know about them? Worse, what if she was fighting them off and needed help? “We go to Grant.”

      Ty nodded as he inhaled and exhaled a deep breath. He wasn’t surprised by my response. “We run and don’t stop until we reach the emergency room doors.”

      “Good plan. Let’s go.”

      Ty moved to leave the garage when we heard the first boom as it exploded in the sky. The noise sounded like it was right above our heads. We crept to the garage entrance and peeked around the corner. The street was mostly empty as the fireworks began their colorful display. Bright lights lit up the night in neon blue and green as Ty and I paused in surprise.

      Maybe there wasn’t a threat.

      “Do you think the whole thing is just a prank?” I asked, watching as the booms and explosions continued.

      “No,” he answered with a gulp. “Don’t move too fast and try to stay quiet.”

      Frowning, I followed where his gaze had landed and nearly vomited up the contents of my stomach. Bodies were lying on the ground, their limbs twisted at odd angles. Blood covered most of the fallen and I might have thought it was fake except for the smell . . . and the ripped apart flesh. Entrails were pulled from some while others had huge chunks of muscle or skin missing. They had been brutally attacked. I was certain this was horribly, shockingly, and disturbingly real.

      “Zeke,” my brother whispered.

      Looking away from the carnage our eyes met. “Ty,” I croaked.

      He ticked his head toward the other direction, and I turned slowly as the fireworks unloaded their alarmingly loud and beautiful launch into the sky in quick succession, the bursts so bright I could clearly see the large crowd moving in our direction. Blinking, I couldn’t believe what I was witnessing.

      Was this some screwed up reality? A twisted version of The Walking Dead?

      Hundreds of people (undead?) were headed in our direction. A massive horde of jerking and lurching bodies . . . and none of them were alive.
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      “Shit,” Tara groaned, “you don’t need your cell, right?”

      One look at my panicked expression must have been enough to convince her otherwise.

      “Okay,” she panted, wincing as she nodded toward the nurse’s station. “Let’s get my hand bandaged up and we’ll go back for the phone.”

      “I could use your phone to reach Zeke. Can I borrow it?” Now that I had five minutes for the shock to wear off a little, I was now completely freaked and needed my fiancé.

      “Sure. It’s in my back pocket.”

      The first time I tried his number the call wouldn’t go through, so I dialed again. The next three times all I received was a busy signal. “Shit. I can’t reach him.”

      “Then I guess we try again in a few minutes. Maybe this part of the building is a dead zone.”

      Good point.

      I tried not to think about the fact that she was right in more ways than one. That crazy nurse in the bathroom definitely resembled some kind of zombie. Was she dead . . . or undead? What the hell did those horror movie aficionados call these flesh-eating monsters?

      “Come on. Let’s get to the supply closet and fix your hand.”

      We weren’t walking more than a minute or so when Tara stopped. “Nat?” Her voice was little more than a whisper.

      “Yeah?” I turned around to find out why she was standing there, staring at me with a funny expression on her face.

      “Have you noticed . . . how quiet it is?”

      I didn’t, not until that moment. The hospital had slower times of the day and night but never completely silent as it was now. There weren’t any machines buzzing or people walking around or staff moving quickly to and from their stations. Not a single soul had bumped into us since John the maintenance guy.

      “Now that you mention it, it’s a little unsettling.”

      “Exactly. Let’s go slow.”

      The two of us moved down the hall and beyond the empty row of rooms. Renovations were due to begin on the east side of the hospital soon so no patients were in this area but after the next corridor that would change the moment we entered through the double doors and into the next wing. Normally a construction crew was walking around this wing and setting up equipment, draping plastic sheeting, and other tasks.

      Neither of us said a word as we reached the doors that sectioned off this end of the hospital and paused, turning toward one another at the same time. “I’m kind of scared,” I admitted. “How about we peek first before we walk in?”

      Tara nodded. “I was thinking the same thing.”

      “On the count of three. One. Two. Three!” I stood up on my tiptoes and held onto the door as I searched through the tiny window. There wasn’t any sign of movement.

      “See anything?”

      “Nope,” I confirmed. “What do you want to do?”

      “My hand is fucking killing me. I need some pain relievers like ten minutes ago. Let’s keep quiet and head straight for the supplies. Anything looks suspicious and we run to safety.”

      Run to safety? That was her brilliant plan? “I don’t know,” I began but she was already pushing open the door. Following after her with a grimace, I moved as quietly and quickly as possible.

      Lights overhead were flickering, and several had powered off. There must have been a brief power outage because the backup generator kicked on. Eerie lime green lights penetrated the darker areas as my gaze swept the room. Outside, darkness was falling as the time for Red, White, and Boom approached. Gulping, I realized I wouldn’t be meeting Zeke in time to watch the display. We had about half an hour before the fireworks would explode into the sky and cause a loud cacophony of sound that would be followed by the dazzling array of colorful lights.

      Tara’s phone wouldn’t complete any calls and I tried Zeke two more times before I followed her into the supply room. We shut the door behind us with a collective sigh, relieved not to find anything amiss. The other staff were probably making rounds. It was a skeleton crew with the holiday. Most people took the night off. Why hadn’t I listened to Zeke and done the same?

      I found the supplies we needed without delay and cleaned Tara’s wound before applying antibiotic anointment and a bandage. The area was red and swollen and seemed to be oozing some kind of puss. I didn’t want to freak her out, so I didn’t say anything until I was done. Medications were locked and under strict guidelines for use, but this was an emergency. She didn’t fight me when I insisted that she take both pain relievers and the antibiotics, thankful I carried my ID badge and keys.

      Reception was still out as I tried Zeke’s number and then Ty’s, just in case. No calls went through and didn’t help my growing sense of panic. There was no way the guys weren’t worried about us. We should have been there at least a half hour ago judging by the time on the cell’s home screen. I pocketed the phone and turned to Tara who seemed a bit pale. Her body was covered in a light sheen of sweat that made her light cocoa skin nearly shimmer.

      “Tara? How are you feeling?”

      “Don’t even ask, babe,” she huffed, trying to stand. “We need to keep moving. I want out of this hospital as soon as possible.”

      I felt exactly the same. “Right.” Searching the room, I tried to find something suitable as a weapon. After the incident in the bathroom we couldn’t be too careful. “I wonder how a baseball bat ended up in the supply room.”

      “Vickie’s son left it last week. I heard her mention that she keeps forgetting to take it home.”

      “Well, that’s good for us. We have at least one weapon now.” I picked up the bat and dumped some extra supplies and packaged snacks into one of the hospital drawstring bags we handed out to new patients. I slung it on over my back and gestured to Tara. “Come on, slowpoke. You can’t get busy with Ty if you never leave this room.”

      “Thanks for the pep talk but I could care less about sex right now.”

      “You must be feeling awful,” I joked, winking at her as I approached the door. “Ready when you are, just say the word.”

      Tara inhaled and exhaled a deep breath, her eyes glassy as she nodded. She was still cradling her hand to her chest and I knew our safety was primarily my responsibility now. We wouldn’t be going back for my phone. I couldn’t leave her alone or place either one of us in additional danger. She didn’t bring it up and I was grateful. We both knew our only option was to make it to the stairwell and down the three flights to the ground floor. If the phones started working again, we had her cell.

      The plan probably would have worked if it wasn’t for the power that failed the exact moment we exited the supply room. All of the lights went out as the entire space was plunged into darkness and creepy silence. Three seconds later pandemonium ensued. Alarms went off all across the floor as patient monitors signaled the alert. The loud buzzing and shrill sounds set off a chain reaction that was terrifying and impossible to stop.

      It didn’t occur to me until now that we worked on the third floor I.C.U. unit of Grant Medical Center. Our patients were critical. Many were dying. Dozens were kept alive only by the machines that required electricity to keep their systems operating.

      And now they were no long functioning.

      The first moan didn’t register in my head as important until several more grunts joined in. Bodies began to move and shuffle from the patient rooms and enter the darkened space as I began to drag Tara toward the stairway exit. She was clammy to the touch and didn’t respond as I kept tugging her nearly dead weight across the floor.

      We never made it to the door in time.

      I left her propped against the wall as I spun and held the bat with two hands just like I’d been taught by my father growing up. Feet shoulder width apart, slight bend at the knees, eyes sharp as my gaze swept the vicinity. An old man approached from the right, but he wasn’t quick. The woman coming straight for me was much faster and she let out a piercing squall like a hungry infant deprived of sustenance.

      I didn’t hesitate to swing the bat the moment she was within range. The crack of the wood meeting her skull rang in my ears as she lurched to the side. Blood trickled down the side of her face, but she didn’t stop. I swung the bat again and connected with her jaw, splitting the flesh and breaking the bone. Disconnected, her mouth gaped open in a grotesque grin while more blood and fluid dripped down the front of her gown. With a cry of despair, I smacked her again and again until her head was nothing but a lumpy mess and she collapsed to the ground.

      The old man took advantage of my distraction as I heard Tara call out my name.

      “Natalie!”

      My reaction was instantaneous. I didn’t stop to think these people were my patients or individuals I had cared for over the prior days and weeks. I couldn’t. If I let myself think of them as people, I would never do what I had to in order to survive. The bodies kept coming as I hit everyone with the bat that came forward until exhaustion caused my muscles to spasm and my knees grew weak.

      They weren’t going away, and these flesh-crazed monsters were relentless.

      Backing away toward Tara, I moved us both slowly toward the stairwell. An occasional desperate patient would lurch forward, and I would swing the bat in order to keep them from overwhelming us. We were so close. Just feet from the door and certain freedom.

      Grant was less than two miles from the Scioto River where Zeke and Ty were waiting for us to arrive. The walk would have taken us twenty minutes with plenty of time to arrive at our usual spot. I couldn’t change the fact we didn’t leave on time, but I could make sure Tara and I left the building alive.

      When the handle of the door met my fingers I nearly cried aloud with relief. Twisting the knob with more force than I intended I yanked the door open wide enough for us to slip through and turned her way.

      The action proved a costly error.

      Tara snarled as a light foam coated her teeth and dripped from her mouth, seconds before she lunged in my direction.

      My best friend was now one of them.
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      “Zeke, when I say, we run. Okay?” His voice was barely above a whisper and I never would have heard a word he said except for the slight pause in the fireworks and the sudden silence that followed.

      “Yeah.”

      We backed away into the shadows and I was thankful the delay meant we weren’t visible standing in the middle of the street anymore. The snarls and groans continued as the crowd moved like some bloodthirsty beast, singular of mind and focus. Clicking teeth and snapping jaws echoed as they moved closer. Some lifted their noses in the air and sniffed like dogs as if they were scenting prey.

      The thought lodged inside my head as I stiffened.

      “Ty,” I whispered, moving closer. “I think we’re being hunted.”

      “Yeah, I was thinking the same thing. The air smells like death and smoke from the fireworks. I don’t think they can tell between the different odors right now, but something tells me as soon as those fireworks are done for the night nothing is going to stop those fucking lifeless drones from tracking down the living and having a snack.”

      A loud boom rocked the night as red starbursts exploded above us followed by a white blossom of stars that burned into the sky before trailing downward in a squiggly tail pattern. The glowing embers fell back to earth as Ty turned my way and managed a tight smile.

      “Race?”

      “Go,” I managed to whisper before we ran from the wall and down toward Grant Medical Center. The streets had begun to clear but there were still people running and sometimes shouting as these new zombie-like monsters chased them down. I tried not to look at the bodies of those who had fallen. Someone tugged on my pant leg once, but I couldn’t stop without a weapon and wasting time wouldn’t help Nat or Tara.

      Every man was on his own now.

      How utterly fucked up.

      My heart pounded in my chest. Horrified screams filled the air as the attacks continued, all while the patriotic boom of fireworks merciless launched again and again into the air. Ty and I made it to the next corner where we leaned against the wall and panted, sweat dripping down our faces. The heat was unbearable, but the threat of discovery was far worse.

      A snarl sounded behind us a few feet from where we stood. Ty shoved me away as a college kid from O.S.U. lurched forward, the letters of the university bright scarlet on the gray material. Around his neck was a glowing patriotic necklace with a chasing LED light that accentuated the puffy pink bite marks on his face and the gaping hole in his jaw. Blood stained the front of his t-shirt in splotches. His eyes were wild and completely without emotion or recognition.

      He was just standing . . . but there were no coherent signs of life.

      Ty kicked him back and stumbled as I rushed forward. My brother barely caught his balance. There wasn’t any way to fight off this monster. I wasn’t sure what to call him. Undead? Zombie? Nothing sounded right.

      “What are we going to do?”

      “Outrun this fucker!” Ty yelled and we sprinted away, pumping our arms and legs as fast as we were able. Neither of us looked back and I couldn’t be sure if we were followed. Rounding the corner of the next building we ran straight into the one person I’d been trying to find all night. Her expressive blue eyes grew wide as she shouted my name.

      Holy shit!

      “Natalie!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Natalie

      

      A bitter cry of horror and despair echoed from my chest as I shoved the mass of bodies backward with the bat and slipped inside the empty stairwell. Slapping my palms on the door I shoved with all my might and managed to miraculously shut the damn thing without prolonged effort. My knees gave out beneath me as the stinging bite of tears filled my eyes and overflowed.

      “Tara,” I whispered with agony.

      It wasn’t fair. She didn’t deserve to die and become one of those monsters.

      What the hell was happening!?

      My shoulders shook with the overload of emotion and all of the crazy shit that had happened over the last hour and a half. I just lost my best friend and humans were now trying to rip each other apart and eat the flesh from one another’s bones. Holy fuck!

      Could this day get any worse?

      Wiping the tears from my face, I rose to my feet and froze when a heard a noise echo up from below.

      I was on the third floor up and had planned to run down the stairs and into the freedom that lay beyond these hospital walls. More complications or surprises was the last thing I needed. Moving slowly, I crept down the stairs and hoped nothing was in this stairwell with me. Maybe I only imagined the noise from a minute ago?

      The familiar shape of a man was hidden in the shadows on the second-floor landing. A blue uniform caught my attention and I relaxed when I saw it was someone I knew.

      “John, you scared me. Have you been outside yet?”

      He stepped forward and my hands clamped down on the bat when I realized he was no longer the same as the last time we met. Deep scratches marred the exposed skin of his arms while blood was splattered all over the maintenance uniform. He appeared like some horror movie killer ready to maim and dismember his victims.

      What should have been the dark stairwell was now illuminated by those ominous and eerie green lights. The backup generator must have been fixed by someone. John’s face turned toward mine and I screamed as the mangled and chewed flesh hung from his face in meaty ribbons. Large bites had been torn from his left cheek and most of his jaw. He huffed and shook like his body was in convulsions, but he didn’t try to lunge forward.

      Instead his mouth gaped open wider and he regurgitated. A disgusting and vile concoction of the worst smell known to man erupted from his gullet. The vomit or spew must have been stomach acid, bile, and tainted blood because it was a consistency and color that I couldn’t quite pinpoint and I nearly hurled up the contents of my own stomach in response.

      The retched puddle landed only a few inches away and I immediately jumped to the right, flinging my body toward the next set of steps. I heard John puff and snarl behind me and didn’t pause as I picked up speed and ran straight to the exit. The handle opened without a problem and I yanked the door forward, spinning as I slammed it shut with a cry of relief. Several thuds jarred the frame, but it didn’t open. My body sagged as I held the bat next to my side and gasped, breathing hard.

      Tears filled my eyes again, but I blinked them back. I was far from safe. The hospital parking had a street level garage that rose up about seven levels and was currently packed full due to Red, White, and Boom. Parking lot fixtures were brightly lit with their LED bulbs and cast small hazy circles of pale bluish white light in a consistent pattern all the way up and out of the garage. I was free from the medical center building but now I had to travel around all of the parked cars to the exit straight ahead. I wasn’t foolish enough to believe I would reach the street without bumping into any more of these monsters.

      “Fuck,” I whispered as I pulled Tara’s phone from my pocket and began walking as quickly and quietly as possible. Glancing at the phone I was excited to see service bars located in the top left corner. There was a scuffle somewhere close and I didn’t hesitate to break into a run as I anticipated using the phone and finally reaching Zeke. The path led up a steady incline and right to the closest intersection.

      At street level I paused to catch my breath and leaned against the brick façade of the adjacent building. Broad St. wasn’t far. The main road crossed Front St. which led up to the Scioto River and all of the street vendors and alcohol stands. If I could call Zeke, he could meet me here. It wasn’t far.

      I leaned against the inside edge of the building and dialed his number at least a half dozen times. The number rang endlessly but no voice mail picked up. The calls weren’t going through.

      Unnatural silence greeted me. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up as I glanced around, uncertain why I was having such a strong reaction.

      Something was wrong.

      I don’t know what I expected but I wasn’t prepared for the loud boom that rocked the night as fireworks lit up the sky in bright green and sparkly white. Frightened and unsure, I was afraid to venture too close to the street. Was it safe? Were more of these lifeless beings out there ready to attack?

      Several minutes ticked by as the fireworks show continued and I shivered despite the scorching July temperatures. The air was muggy and humid, stagnant without a breeze to cool the sweat on your skin. I tried to breathe through a moment of panic when I heard the sound of multiple footsteps.

      Lifting my bat and ready to strike I jumped out from the side of the building and came face to face with the man I’d been hoping to find all night.

      “Zeke!”
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      “Shit! Behind you!” I yelled as I swung the bat and it connected with the side of the monster’s head chasing down Zeke and Ty. He was just some kid previously. The O.S.U. t-shirt was proof of his youth and college status.

      I almost paused but as the mindless form lunged forward with a snarl, I knew what had to be done. My body reacted before my head caught up with my actions. Both men appeared shocked as I swung again several more times until the body of the attacker lay unmoving on the ground. His head was smashed in and brain matter splattered all over the asphalt. Dark sticky blood oozed from his wounds but clotted strangely.

      It suddenly occurred to me that it was hot as hell today. Bottled water was for sale along with the beer and soda. How many people in the crowd had cooled their thirst by buying what they needed? Even with the news media coverage that bottled water was related to the outbreak, only certain zip codes had pulled their stock. But . . . was the water distributed today contaminated?

      “Holy fuck!” Ty blurted, taking the bat from my hand and spinning around in case there were more of these crazy bastards.

      Zeke rushed forward and picked me up, crashing his lips down on mine. “Nat, baby, are you okay? No injuries? You’re not hurt?” He sounded panicked and afraid.

      “No, nothing. I’m fine considering I’ve been attacked numerous times over the last couple of hours.”

      Zeke trembled as he pressed a kiss to my forehead. “I can only imagine.” He hugged us tightly together and I sank into his embrace. “You’ve got blood all over you. I thought . . .”

      “I’m not hurt,” I assured him.

      “Where’s Tara?”

      Ty’s question caused an avalanche of emotion to roll through me and I choked back a sob as I answered, “gone. One of them.”

      “Fuck!” he roared, realizing too late that his voice would echo and draw unneeded attention.

      Zeke glared in his direction before clenching my hand tight. “There’s no point on dwelling on it now. We need to reach safety. First priority is to reach Ty’s truck. We parked here in the medical center garage. Shouldn’t be a problem to reach it quickly.”

      Ty shot his brother a dirty look. “I’m going to ignore the fact that you brushed off Tara’s death like that.” He held onto the bat tighter as we ran inside the parking garage and up the long cement lane that led toward the upper levels. Thankfully we didn’t enter the same exit I’d used only a few minutes prior.

      “The elevators probably won’t work,” Zeke blurted, pulling on my hand as we approached a stairwell. “We’ll have to climb the stairs.”

      I paused as we opened the stairwell door and remembered the last one I was in on the other side of the lot. “Hey, be careful. We may not be alone in here.”

      Both guys nodded as we entered cautiously. The power generator was still working so we weren’t stuck in total darkness. At least one thing was going our way.

      Ty moved quickly but quietly as we pressed upward and stayed vigilant. Zeke and I were right behind him the entire way. At the door to level four we paused to catch our breath. So far, so good.

      “I’m hoping there aren’t any of those fuckers up here,” Ty whispered, “but we should stay on alert. Zeke, remember which section we parked in? It’s down on the right toward the end of the lane on row D.”

      Zeke nodded. “Yeah, I remember. Your big ass truck takes up too much space.”

      Ty snorted. “Fuck off. It’s probably the best vehicle to drive in tonight.”

      Ty’s RAM 2500 was huge with big mud tires and high enough I couldn’t climb in alone. I wasn’t complaining. After everything I had been through tonight his truck sounded like a safe haven.

      “Damn. That’s true.” Zeke shook his head. “I can’t wait to get the fuck out of downtown.”

      “Alright, let’s go.” Ty pushed the door open cautiously as we slipped onto the fourth level of the garage and paused, listening for any signs of life before heading toward the truck.

      The air was still hot and muggy, and the occasional firework blasted off and brightened the sky as we nearly jumped from our skin. I expected to be attacked every single second it took for us to reach the truck. Nothing happened. Maybe the loud booms were attracting the monsters away from the hospital and surrounding area.

      I certainly hoped that was the case.

      Ty didn’t hesitate to leave the garage the moment all of us were safely inside. I was sitting on Zeke’s lap with his arms tightly around my body after he buckled the seatbelt around us. Ty insisted we put them on in case the ride got bumpy. It wasn’t a silly request after the last couple of hours. Who knew what we would find as we left the garage and the city?

      The truck merged slowly onto Broad St. as the fireworks display seemed to reach the grand finale. Booms lit up the sky in a quick succession as burst after burst of bright lights exploded into the dark night. Smoke limited visibility but I didn’t suggest the flood lights. Attracting extra attention was a stupid choice. Luck fortuned the brave and fearless so Ty’s decision to pick up speed during the finale was one I understood. The added noise should make our passage virtually undetectable by comparison. He pressed down hard over the gas pedal as we crossed the next road and headed toward the interstate.

      The center of town resembled a war zone. Bodies were strewn along the ground, some still twitching. More people must have had the same idea about escape because several cars were also fleeing the area while others were parked with the doors wide open. Corpses hung half out of their seats as their unseeing eyes stared up at the distant stars. Some of the zombies were yanking people to the ground and feasting on their flesh. Screams joined the blasts and booms of the patriotic music that blared throughout the city.

      I’d forgotten how music always accompanied the light show each year. We didn’t hear it clearly in the garage but now the melodies seemed to echo with a morbid cruelty that made my hands clench tighter around Zeke’s shoulders. Torn and eviscerated bodies covered the ground as more of the horde moved through the crowded streets and into the Scioto River. Unfortunately, that was also the same place the fireworks originated and anyone within the vicinity was overrun.

      “We have to get through this mess, Zeke.”

      “Ty,” he gulped, “we’re too close to the epicenter. It’s like ground fucken zero, man.”

      Ty’s expression was determined, and I knew he would drive right over the dead and the undead if needed. He clenched his teeth and nodded. Anticipating his next move, I curled around Zeke tighter as he warned, “this is gonna get bumpy.”

      Ty turned the wheel slightly and drove up on the sidewalk with a grim shrug, beginning to plow through anyone in our way. I watched with macabre fascination at the vast amount of people that were now among these unlucky cannibals. The number seemed to multiply by the minute. Snarls and groans joined the jerky and twisted movements of the swarming mass of bodies. There were so many of them.

      “We’re never going to make it,” I whispered with horror, frightened when dozens of hands reached for the glass and exterior of the truck. Ty pushed the gas pedal to the ground and began mowing them over as the tires climbed over the uneven ground. The engine roared with the extra effort and we bounced up and down in our seats as both Zeke and Ty cursed periodically.

      “This is insanity,” Zeke blurted as dark blood splattered the truck and some of the monsters managed to climb on the hood. We couldn’t move faster. The horde was too thick. If we didn’t do something soon, we’d all end up dead because we’d never leave downtown.

      Ty gestured to the backseat. “I have a few flares. Maybe you could slide the back window open enough to throw a few out and distract some of them.”

      Zeke grinned and unbuckled the seatbelt as he pushed me down to the floorboards. “Stay here, babe. I’ve got my own fireworks to light up.” He rummaged around in the backseat until he emerged with a few flares and the gun as well as a few extra sticks of something red. It didn’t occur to me what they were at the time. I completely forgot Ty worked construction and led his own crew.

      The back window slid across as Zeke loaded a flare into the pistol.

      “Don’t forget you’re not supposed to look at the damn thing after you fire. Don’t need sparks and residual hot material burning your eyes out.”

      Zeke snorted with Ty’s warning. “I know what I’m doing.” He cleared his throat. “I don’t think we’re downwind enough.”

      “Just aim high but you’re gonna have to extend your arm and that’s gonna leave you vulnerable to all of these crazy fuckers.”

      “Shit,” Zeke cursed. “Can you drive any faster?”

      “Would we be moving this slow if that was possible?”

      The two brothers eyed one another with a combination of irritation and mild amusement.

      “Just fire the damn flare,” I intervened, knowing how the two of them could get in a pissing contest over nothing but testosterone. “Please,” I added as a hand smacked the window above my head and I jumped.

      Zeke stuck his arm out of the window and aimed up at the sky, pulling the trigger as the flare left the gun and soared up into the sky where it exploded into a bright orange eruption. The noise and light helped to distract some but not all of the bodies pushing in at all angles and sides of the truck. Zeke shot off one more, but they didn’t seem as interested. Something sparked in his hand and Ty shouted, cursing as Zeke laughed. I didn’t realize what was happening until I saw the object launch through the air and land against the side of one of the buildings behind us as Ty muttered under his breath.

      “Holy fuck!” Zeke exclaimed as the stick of dynamite hit the brick and detonated, blowing a wide crater into the side of the façade. The combustion was louder than the boom of the fireworks from minutes ago and multiplied by at least ten. Shuffling feet moved away from our position and toward the source of all the new noises as the building began to crumble.

      “Are you crazy?” I screamed as the truck rocked a bit on the road and continued its uneven pitch forward.

      “That was brilliantly idiotic,” Ty admitted as the crowd began to disperse and the horde moved toward the remnants of the explosion quicker than any of us expected. “We’re lucky you didn’t kill us all.”

      “We weren’t that close,” Zeke argued. “I knew the building was far enough away to be safe. I’d never chance hurting Nat.”

      “Yeah, well, don’t do anything that impulsive again.” I stared Zeke down as he chuckled and pulled me back into his lap after he shut the window. “We’re free of the crowd now. That’s all that matters.”

      “Not quite. We’ve got another problem,” Ty observed, his voice deep and unsettling, “we’re almost out of gas.”
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      “No problem,” I answered quickly. “We stop for gas. So what? We get out of downtown and it shouldn’t be so bad. I doubt we’ll run into trouble.”

      “Yeah,” my brother snorted, “sure.”

      I ignored his sarcasm as I leaned down and pressed a kiss on top of Nat’s head. At least we weren’t bouncing as hard as before. The underside of this truck and the body would be dented and covered in mangled body parts and blood, but the vehicle was holding up well. Maybe Ty hadn’t thought of how his baby was being mistreated right now. He spent a lot of money for the extra enhancements and I was grateful we would reap the benefits.

      We drove about five minutes before Ty turned onto one of the gas stations off Fifth Ave. We were far closer to downtown than I preferred but I still clung to the idea that the majority of the chaos had been centered around the holiday festivities. Ty pulled up to the pumps and parked. We all stared out of the windows, but nothing was there. Not even other drivers or cars, at least not pumping gas.

      Ty and I exited the vehicle at the same time as we cautiously scanned the area. It was eerily quiet. The loud noises from downtown were barely audible. A couple of cars were parked around the lot of the Turkey Hill gas station as we exchanged a look. Ty ticked his head toward Natalie, and I nodded.

      “Hey babe, why don’t you stay here? We won’t be long.”

      She bit her lip as her eyes scanned the area and I could see the uncertainty in her eyes. “You sure?”

      “Yeah, lock the doors. We’ll be back in a few minutes. Okay?”

      She hugged my torso tight and then hopped in the truck, slamming down the lock as she hunched down in the seat.

      Ty snatched the bat from the backseat as he shut the door and we both moved cautiously forward. A couple of cars were parked out front of the entrance but as I looked inside, I didn’t see anyone walking around. No clerk was at the front register either.

      “Any particular reason why you don’t want to just pay at the pump and get the fuck out of here?” I asked, slightly on edge.

      “We need to know, Zeke.”

      He didn’t say more, and I sighed. He was right. “What the hell do we call these things?”

      Ty arched a brow as if he thought I was crazy. “Zombie? Walker? Infected? Who knows what the fuck the correct term is? They’re nasty fuckers and they eat human flesh. Maybe brains, too. It’s not like they have a human side anymore. Remember that.” He gripped the bat tighter as we stood outside the front glass doors. “As far as I’m concerned, they’re undead.”

      “I knew you’d have a big long-winded response like that.”

      “Fuck off, little brother.”

      I shot him a wide smile before opening the door on the left. “After you, princess.”

      Ty huffed but entered first as I knew he would. I shut the door without any noise and was thankful no bell dinged to announce our arrival. Rows of shelving were stocked with snacks and typical mini mart supplies. I picked up a basket and shrugged, gesturing to the empty store. “We don’t know what’s going to happen now. I’m stocking us up on essentials.”

      Ty frowned but agreed as he began to walk the aisles, his bat firmly clenched in his hands. Alert and ready for a confrontation, he was far smarter than my dumb ass. I began tossing items like beef jerky, trail mix, chocolate, and granola bars into my basket. Once it was full, I grabbed another and stocked it full of drinks. Out of necessity I grabbed as much beer as I could. If the world was going to shit, I needed alcohol. That was a given.

      I’d done a mental calculation the whole time and figured we spent about $200 with our haul. Ty slapped a couple of bills on the counter as he walked the perimeter of the store. No one had greeted us or walked in from the back. There was no doubt the place was deserted. That fact alone should have made us more cautious, but we quickly gathered up our stuff and headed back to the truck.

      Nat rolled her eyes but didn’t say anything about our shopping trip as I loaded everything into the backseat. I only had the beer left to grab. “Why don’t you start filling up the tank while I grab the rest of the beer? I’m starting to feel like someone is watching us or some shit.”

      Ty nodded as his nervous gaze scanned the lot. I ran back to the store and scooped up the beer, my heart hammering in my chest the whole time. On the way out I noticed the big package of toilet paper and snatched it, too. Just in case. Maybe Natalie would get a good laugh out of that.

      Her eyes were closed when I opened the door and stashed the goods. I shut it again quietly as I turned to my brother. “Do you think we should fill the gas can, too?”

      “Yeah, why not? I already swiped my card. Couldn’t hurt to have a backup.”

      He paused filling the tank and stuck the nozzle into the top of the can, the dumping liquid chugging into the container with zeal. My eyes kept silent vigil on the property and I half expected someone to shout at us at any moment. He handed me the full can when he finished, and I twisted the cap on before placing it in the back of the truck. He actually had two cans and we ended up filling both in the awkward silence.

      Ty inserted the nozzle back into his truck’s port and was almost done filling the large thirty-one-gallon tank when a noise startled us. A dull roar followed by the sound of something shattering off to my right like broken glass. I spun as the undead body of a large middle-aged man with a rounded gut waddled in our direction and gnashed his teeth together. Something about his distended belly didn’t look right. Blue spidery veins stuck out against his skin as the t-shirt he wore was slashed and ripped open in multiple spots.

      “Fuck!” Ty yelled as he picked up the bat and prepared to stand his ground.

      I yanked the nozzle from the truck’s tank and placed it back while spinning the gas cap back on all in the time it took Natalie to shout my name and Ty to yell for me to get inside the truck. I wasn’t leaving him alone. “Fuck that! Let’s go!”

      Normally I thought of my brother as a highly intelligent person but not today. He ran forward and hit that overweight motherfucker directly in the middle of his stomach. I didn’t know what Ty thought was going to happen. Maybe he was under the impression the man would just fall down.

      Nope. Didn’t happen.

      The overextended belly popped like a fucken balloon and knocked my brother backward into the side of the pumps with the force. Ty struggled to stand as the man’s stomach leaked and oozed a foul-smelling putrid liquid that was an odd mixture of yellow and green. I nearly hurled at the stench but bent down and tugged on my brother as he stood. We raced to the truck as Natalie screamed.

      Directly in front of us were at least a half dozen more undead, their arms extended as their hands reached in our direction. Blood draped most of the bodies as limbs dragged or shuffled our way in anticipation of a meal. We barely made it to the driver’s side as the two of us jumped into the truck.

      Ty started the engine as Nat bumped the knob on the radio and loud music blared through the speakers. Metallica’s For Whom the Bell Tolls filled the cab as heavy guitars and James Hetfield’s deep voice belted the lyrics, “take a look to the sky just before you die. It’s the last time you will.” Bells chimed in the background and joined the fading booms of fireworks across the city. The hauntingly prophetic tone and darkly sinister words sent a chill down my spine.

      We didn’t look back as Ty revved the engine and the tires squealed on the pavement. I thought I heard the sound of maniacal laughter and shook my head at the ludicrousness of that thought. Once we were back on the road I sank back against the seat and met Natalie’s smirk as her eyes landed on the huge twelve count double roll package of toilet paper. Ty met my gaze in the rearview mirror.

      For two or three ironically charged seconds the three of us just stared at one another until the silence was broken by our slightly psychotic bursts of relieved laughter.

      Time marches on, for whom the bell tolls . . . yeah, nature had a sick sense of humor.

      “Fuck! That was close,” Ty observed. “I just want to go home and forget this day ever began.”

      I held onto Natalie tighter as she sighed softly and joined me in the backseat. “Home as we know it will never be the same.”

      Shit. She was right.
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      “I’m suddenly exhausted,” Zeke murmured as Natalie pushed him down in the seat.

      “Here, use the toilet paper as a pillow.” A few giggles escaped her lips.

      “You’re laughing now but we’re gonna need this later,” he cautioned. “I just need to shut my eyes for ten minutes while we drive to our place.”

      “Go ahead,” I added. “Never know what we’ll find when we arrive.”

      The interstate was fairly empty, but an occasional car would pass by as we drove toward Westerville. I was fighting fatigue myself. The adrenaline rush had now left my body and all of us were ready for a few hours of rest. Being the oldest meant I was going to take the first watch and since I was driving it made sense to let Zeke recharge.

      Natalie climbed up front with me and buckled herself into the seat as her gaze shifted in my direction. By the look on her face I already knew she wanted to talk about Tara. “I’m sorry.”

      Sighing, I felt my chest tighten for a moment as I fought to keep my emotions under control. Tara had meant much more to me than I had led on. Our relationship had progressed quickly, and we were ready to officially call ourselves a couple. We’d planned on telling Zeke and Natalie tonight. I still couldn’t believe that she was gone.

      “What happened?” I finally asked, ignoring the sudden pain in my chest. I wasn’t sure why I felt such emotion. I didn’t love Tara, but I had cared for her deeply. We might have been something more but now I’d never get the chance to find out. Maybe that was sorrow that filled my chest. The missed opportunity and the bitter sense of regret.

      “She was bitten,” Natalie choked out. “I don’t know what happened exactly. She was alright one minute . . . and the next she wasn’t. She almost killed me, Ty.”

      Shit.

      Now I felt worse.

      “Hey, Nat,” I gulped and reached over to squeeze her hand. “I don’t blame you and you sure as hell shouldn’t blame yourself. It’s just fucked up. That’s all. No one is at fault.”

      “I highly doubt that.” She shook her head. “Someone messed with the bottled water distribution in the Columbus area. People are responsible out there for what happened tonight. They have to pay for what they’ve done.”

      “I agree with you,” I replied carefully, “but you know it’s impossible now, right? The fucking zombie apocalypse has been unleashed. Nothing is going to be the same ever again.”

      Natalie squeezed my hand in return and released it. “Tara cared deeply for you. I’m not sure what you had going on, but she was excited to see you tonight. For what it’s worth, she spent her last hours with you on her mind.”

      My fingers gripped my steering wheel so tightly they turned white. I wish she hadn’t told me that. I didn’t know how to process those words. The loss gutted me, and I felt almost queasy.

      “We’re nearly to your townhouse.”

      Nat didn’t mind my change of subject. She patted my shoulder with understanding and reached back to grab my brother’s crotch before tapping him on the leg. “Wake up, babe. We’re almost home.”

      He jerked awake and grinned as I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. The two of them were nauseatingly adorable but I did love Natalie like a sister. She was good for Zeke. He’d matured a lot since they met, and he was ready for the next step in his life. Eyeing the big rock on her finger I knew they’d find their happiness even with the craziness that happened tonight.

      I was slightly envious of their connection but glad they had one another.

      For the first time in my life I finally wanted to find one girl to settle down with and she ended up dead . . . or undead. Maybe I wasn’t destined for that kind of life. Never had been if I was honest.

      No point on dwelling on it now.

      Zeke sat up and rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “Alright. What’s the plan?”

      “Someone should stay with the truck. It’s not a bad idea if you do, Nat. Zeke and I can get anything out of the house you might need.”

      She stiffened in her seat. “Where are we going?”

      “The cabin,” Zeke and I said at the same time.

      Nat sighed. “Fine, but I want to go in. If I’m leaving here and possibly never coming back, I want to pack my own bag.”

      Zeke shrugged. “I don’t have a problem with it. Ty?”

      I looked through the windows and didn’t see any movement. “Hurry. I don’t know how long it will stay quiet out here. We’re too vulnerable in this part of town. Too many homes and places to hide. Lots of people.”

      Zeke and Natalie slipped from the truck and darted up to their front door. I couldn’t relax the entire time they were inside and imagined being overrun again like we were downtown. The flares and dynamite wouldn’t last forever. We needed to get out of town. The fewer the inhabitants around us, the better.

      Zeke and Natalie were back in the car about ten minutes later and tossed several duffle bags in the back of the truck. A couple of backpacks and another bag landed in the backseat.

      “You two sure you brought enough?”

      Zeke looked pointedly at Nat and I knew it wasn’t his idea. “Something like that.”

      “Oh, shut it,” she snapped and tugged the door closed.

      The ride out of town was surprisingly easy. We made good time as the traffic wasn’t congested. I was bothered by that detail. Wouldn’t it make sense that people would be packing and rushing around, fleeing their homes the same as we were doing? Why weren’t more cars on the road? Were people unaware of what occurred at Red, White, and Boom?

      I had been to the cabin recently, so I didn’t worry about going home. I came here often and kept extra clothes and supplies and the place stocked for a quick weekend getaway. Everything I needed was here at my disposal. Zeke noticed as we walked in the door and his gaze met mine. I think he remembered when I told him I brought Tara here more than once. She loved the cabin and the woods and the break from city life.

      Something we had in common. Or used to before this mess started.

      Clearing my throat, I gestured to one of the bedrooms. “Why don’t you both get some rest? It’s been a long night.”

      Nat walked toward the kitchen and filled the tea kettle with water. Once it was placed on the stove, she turned to me with a weak smile. “I’ve got too much going on in my head to process. I don’t think I could sleep if I tried.”

      We gathered at the table and sank into the chairs with weary bones and heavy hearts. This night had brought change none of us were ready to accept. I pulled out a notebook and began writing in it as Zeke and Natalie made small talk. Twenty minutes later we were all sipping hot tea as I turned to Nat.

      “You said Tara was bitten. Can you tell me about it?”

      “Sure. We were in the bathroom and a pediatric nurse was in there, but we didn’t notice her at first. She burst from the stall and attacked us and bit Tara’s hand.”

      I began writing all the pertinent details down as she continued. “Any other weird encounters?”

      “John, the maintenance guy.” She told the story and my eyes widened.

      A vomiting zombie? What the hell? And how about my exploding stomach zombie?

      “We need names to distinguish the different undead types.” I tapped the pen on the table and then stopped to write my idea down. “So, the Retcher was the one that vomited in the stairway. The one with that big stomach that I hit was a Bloater. Those are specialty zombies. I’d say the others are just undead.”

      Zeke and Natalie were staring at me with odd expressions.

      “What?”

      “That’s pretty smart, Ty. We should keep track of our interactions and the types of zombies that we find. Any notes that could be useful.”

      Zeke sat back against the wooden spindles of the chair arms folded across his chest. “We should start a journal or diary. Something that helps us keep track of time as well as the details of tonight and the fireworks show. We don’t know what’s going to happen.”

      “What are we going to do? Just stay here at the cabin? Indefinitely?” Natalie’s question was a good one and I didn’t have an answer.

      Zeke pounded his fist on the table and made us all jump. “Nat, your cousin Jesse is married to a Marine. Can’t she find out what’s happening?”

      Natalie perked up. “Sure, but we have a problem. Cell phones aren’t working.”

      “What if she can be reached by radio?” I asked, gaining her attention. “What base are they stationed at?”

      “Not in Ohio. There’s Wright Patterson AFB but I don’t think they’d have gone there. As far as I know they’re still down in Camp Lejeune in North Carolina.”

      “We have equipment here if you’d like to try communicating with the base in the morning. Dad insisted on keeping it in case of emergency. He was a bit of a conspiracy theorist as you know.”

      Natalie perked up a little. “I’d like that. Jessie’s husband Alex is a real badass. That Marine and his buddies have way more Intel than we’d ever find out on our own. Sawyer is one of his best friends and probably the best Marine I’ve ever met. If anyone could lead a group of survivors, I’d bet on him.”

      “We sort of have a plan,” Zeke mumbled under his breath.

      “The city is overrun, babe. Those undead will make their way to the suburbs if they haven’t already. We don’t know what zip codes have contaminated water. There’s no way we can go back, no place to call home, just an empty dangerous wasteland full of the unknown.”

      Zeke sighed and pulled her chair closer as he slid his arm around her shoulders. “We should try to get some rest. It’s going to be a long day tomorrow.”

      “Go ahead,” I added, “I have a lot to write down and I’ll take watch tonight.”

      They stood and moved toward the bedroom as Natalie sagged against Zeke’s side and he picked her up, shutting the door quietly behind them as silence engulfed the room. My head was full of questions, but several stood out as the most important. The source of the water contamination and the exposure area was crucial. The phones were another issue. Why wasn’t there any cell reception? What the hell happened?

      Whatever the future held I intended to find out the answers and protect my family, at least what was left of it.
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      “We’re going to get through this, Nat. I promise,” I assured her as I sat down on the bed. She was in my arms and safe where I needed her to be, snug against my chest as I refused to let my thoughts wander to all of the things that could have gone wrong tonight.

      “We don’t know what the future will hold, Zeke.” Her pretty blue eyes met mine and I noticed tears. “Tara is gone. I can’t believe she’s –”

      “Babe,” I interrupted. “I know. I’m sorry about Tara but we made it. We’re alive. That counts for something, right?” Brushing the few tears that had fallen from her cheeks I turned and lay her back against the mattress. “All I want, and need is you by my side. We’ll make it. You, me, and Ty we’re gonna survive.”

      Her palm rose to the stubble on my chin as she caressed my face with her fingertips. “I don’t know what I’d do without you, Zeke. Promise to never leave my side.” Her voice croaked with the last word and I clutched her close, my mouth crashing down on her lips.

      What I said best, I did without words.

      Nothing meant as much as her soft warm skin pressed to mine. With great care I slowly lifted her shirt over her head and proceeded to undress her until every inch of her body was naked and exposed to my greedy gaze. Streaks of blood and dirt clung to the surface and marred her perfection. She didn’t say a word as I stood and undressed and then scooped her up into my arms as I strode into the bathroom with purpose.

      Her feet met the cool tiles as I started the shower and waited until the water was warm enough. I kept one hand on her at all times as we stepped inside and pulled the door closed. The steam rose and filled the room as I pulled her into my arms and placed a kiss on her forehead before tilting her head back under the steady stream pouring down from the shower head.

      With all the affection I felt I lathered and washed her hair and then slowly proceeded to run the loofa over her body, instantly turned on by the smooth supple curves of her body. Unable to resist as I rinsed her completely, I licked the side of her neck as a soft moan rumbled up and out of her throat.

      “I’ll always need you, my Nat. Always.”

      She spread her legs and wrapped them around my waist as I lifted her up and against the wall. My teeth nipped at her shoulder as I licked and sucked at the skin of her neck unable to get enough of her taste. My hands kneaded the soft flesh of her ass and I groaned as I pressed my erection up against her mound.

      “Zeke,” she whispered, “always.”

      Her breathy agreement increased my lust and desire and I rubbed the head of my cock against her lower lips as I resisted the urge to plunge inside her without making sure she was ready. Two of my fingers slipped inside her heat and found her juices already flowing. A wicked grin spread across my face as I didn’t hesitate to enter her in one swift stroke.

      “Nungh.” Her nonsensical word of pleasure burst from her lips as her head fell back against the cool tiles.

      My hips pulled back as I withdrew almost all of the way and then plunged inside her again all the way to the hilt. Nat’s moans echoed in the bathroom as my palm slapped against the tile for leverage. I pumped inside her with a desperate and possessive need. She was mine. I belonged to her as equally but the shit from tonight proved the depth of my devotion. I’d do anything for Natalie.

      Her hand brushed my cheek as our eyes met and the intensity of her gaze caused my pace to lessen as I continued fucking her with slow deliberate thrusts that prolonged the pleasure between us.

      “Happy anniversary, baby. I love you.”

      “Zeke, I love you, too.”

      I took her hard after that and deliberately and viciously chased her orgasm not once, but twice inside that shower. I didn’t come until she was limp in my arms and I released inside her with a loud cry as I thrust up inside her until my body was consumed with my release. My fingers dug into her flesh as my muscles spasmed and I was panting. My head lowered to her neck and I kissed her softly.

      Natalie and I stayed pressed to one another in that shower until the water ran cold. In the minutes that slipped by, we held each other close and I knew she felt every bit of the emotion that lingered between us. Our hearts spoke to one another without words. The touch of her hand met mine and I intertwined our fingers as we both squeezed at the same time.

      We were going to make it.

      That was all that mattered. We’d survive.

      There wasn’t any other possible outcome. The world might be total and complete shit, but I would never give up. Ty, Natalie, and I were survivors.

      Ruination of the world be damned.
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        Thank you for reading!

      

        

      
        Zeke, Natalie, and Ty are part of the Last of Us series.

        You can find further stories about these and the other characters in Lone Survivor, available now.

        The series will continue later in 2019.
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        Weapon – Matthew Good

        Red Cold River – Breaking Benjamin

        For Whom the Bell Tolls – Metallica

        You Can Run – Adam Jones

        Lead Me Home – Jamie N Commons

        Dead Man Walking – Brand New Sin

        When You Say Nothing at All – Endless Summer
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        Runner – Infected not fully turned, enhanced by MS69, freaky fast, sensitivity to light

      

        

      
        Bloater – large H.I.M.S. with overextended guts, puffed with putrid fluid and blood

      

        

      
        Crawler – slow mangled H.I.M.S., usually with lower limbs missing

      

        

      
        Lurker – undead mistaken for dead bodies

      

        

      
        Screecher – H.I.M.S. that signal the hunt, determined trackers, enhanced sense of smell

      

        

      
        Rotter – another nickname for a zombie, term used by the military

      

        

      
        Tank – large muscular H.I.M.S. with superior strength and body mass, sometimes charging forward like a bull

      

        

      
        Retchers – Infected that vomit or spew stomach acid, bile, and tainted blood in order to infect humans

      

        

      
        Boomers – H.I.M.S. that easily explode when shot or attacked with a melee weapon

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        H.I.M.S. – Humans Infected with drug MS69 – the cause of the outbreak and virus

      

        

      
        Infected – those who were given strand #2 of the virus (enhancement)

      

        

      
        Undead – those who were given strand #1 of the virus (population control)

      

        

      
        Swarm – Infected that are fast and cooperate together in mass numbers

      

        

      
        Horde – a large group of Undead traveling together

      

        

      
        Meatshields – term used by the military; zombies wearing armor, bulletproof vests, or other enhanced protection that shield others from attack
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        Sawyer “Saw” – lead command

        Colin Razzier “Razz” – 2nd in command, Charlotte’s boyfriend

        Charlotte – Razz’s girlfriend

        Chewy

        Hawkeye

        Fisher

        Jester

        Iceman

        Alex “Maverick”, Jessie’s husband

        Casanova

        Amy

        Kara

        Elizabeth, Matt’s sister – deceased

        Tonya – deceased

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Civilians

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Bailee – Scientist Dr. Mark Schroeder’s niece, Sawyer’s girlfriend

        Jessie – Maverick’s wife, Natalie’s cousin

        Matt – Elizabeth’s brother – deceased

        Stacey – Iceman’s wife

        Kim – Fisher’s girlfriend

        Holly – Jester’s girlfriend

        Lenora “Lenny” – Charlotte’s younger sister – missing

        Natalie – Jessie’s cousin

        Zeke – Natalie’s boyfriend

        Ty – Zeke’s brother

        Tara – Natalie’s best friend – deceased
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        A sneak peek at book 1 in the LAST OF US Series, Lone Survivor.

      

      

      

      In the year 2052, man became invincible.

      The key to immortality had been created, linking human DNA to a newly discovered strand that enabled the once frail human body to adapt and change while it enhanced physical attributes like strength, speed, and agility. An important distinction in this alteration was the profound effect on the aging process. The strand attached to individual cells and created a buffer which slowed the process down to near nonexistence.

      Hundreds of years of extra life added in a single moment.

      The proverbial fountain of youth.

      One solitary scientist in America created this new DNA strand while looking for a cure for cancer. He found it amid much controversy and skepticism. The cure came in the form of this new enhancement known as ST541. The scientist, Mark Schroeder, made exactly 540 attempts before this one in his research. Apparently, 541 was his lucky number. Schroeder succeeded . . .

      And he shared his find with the world.

      The process became coveted by every country and government entity as a massive outcry for the knowledge spread into every hidden crevice of the earth. A new world order was established to contain the chaos that exploded in civil wars and a power-hungry struggle to own the technology that made everyday man immortal. The U. S. maintained its precarious hold over ST541, but barely. Dr. Schroeder lived under constant fear for his life and family. Those who wanted the drug for themselves threatened to kidnap him for his knowledge. Or worse, if he didn’t comply.

      In defiance, Dr. Schroeder began another round of experiments in order to create a super soldier or bodyguard who could protect him from the threats, as well as his beloved country. He needed to run more tests on human subjects. The man was obsessed. More blood. More tissue to dissect.

      More degrading and inhuman trials.

      Only those highest in clearance knew. All knowledge was kept from the public.

      Every citizen was required to submit DNA for the new system the government created (known as Schroeder’s Base). Mandatory samples were taken, both with and without permission. The government ran secret testing and trials in select military bases across the nation. Humans became specimens in the rigorous search for the right formula.

      Enhanced human DNA to fight the enemy was the only objective. A drug created that would not only extend life but give the human body special attributes. Strength, speed, and agility weren’t enough. The government wanted more.

      Dr. Schroeder began work on the new drug.

      Weeks turned into months.

      The U. S. government wasn’t satisfied with his progress. If we could extend life, could we create it? If we could create the perfect soldier, what else could we discover? The next step in evolution? And so, the experiments continued . . .

      The sick and severely malformed, the disabled and the freaks, were all forced to subject themselves to testing. Threats were made against those who resisted. In the end, no one could. Dr. Schroeder reluctantly shared his knowledge and research with a new scientist, Dr. Tina Malfoy. Together, they found a solution.

      MS69.

      Two strands were developed.

      The first was designed as a population control. With the new upgrade in longevity, some citizens were deemed ‘unfit’ by the government and a waste of resources – particularly those on welfare, low-class individuals that bred more of the same undesirable populace. This strand was a slow acting poison distributed in certain demographics within the one thing Americans drink and can’t go without – BOTTLED WATER. These zip codes were considered a loss and therefore perfectly acceptable to distribute the virus.

      Originally tested on prison inmates and those on death row, this deadly strand morphed from a slow-acting poison into a mutating virus that was uncontrollable. Never fully tested against medications or narcotics, its ability to fight against these foreign invasions of chemicals was never realized. Instead of killing the virus, the chemicals acted as a conduit and changed the virus, mutating it yet again.

      No one could foresee the disastrous consequences, nor the deadly impact.

      People fell ill almost immediately; flooding the local hospitals, urgent care facilities, and primary care buildings across the nation with a variety of flu-like symptoms. Antibiotics had no impact. The virus fed and mutated, adapted and consumed every attempt to overcome its natural inclination to persevere. In essence – it was a super killer.

      The second strand was altogether different.

      This new drug was tested on volunteer soldiers in the military. At first, the drug was successful. Man became powerful and resistant to attacks, the DNA rearranging and repairing itself when injured. These new soldiers were faster, smarter, and more resilient . . .

      And then something changed.

      This virus mutated.

      Perhaps it was the combination of the first strand – immortality – and the second – enhancement – that caused the deadly virus to become such a horror.

      Now, we live in a world where the monsters are neither living nor entirely dead. Destruction and chaos have become the norm. The living dead have succumbed to the corrupting virus, the infection spreading until all were consumed, and now these undead roam the streets.

      One-year A.Z. – After Zombie – and here we are.

      There’s no choice. We kill or we die. Or we die and we kill.

      A life that’s nothing but horror.

      Survival?

      Well, that’s one day at a time . . .

      

      Day 365, A.Z. –

      

      A heavy thud fell against the barred door as the sound of wood splintering filled the nearly empty room and echoed inside my frantic brain.

      Slam.

      This was the second body thrown against the frame in the last thirty seconds. Moments ago, I pushed a metal desk in front of the thick wooden door to prevent the undead from coming in after me. The halls were thick with the bodies that bumped into one another in a sort of shuffling daze. I prayed the barrier would hold until I could figure out my next move. Luck seemed to have abandoned me lately as if it was as afraid of the Infected and undead as I was.

      The office building I was in sat on the corner of Broad and Front St. Part of the abandoned Arena District downtown, the cloistered buildings, high rise offices, and ritzy apartments were surrounded on two sides by the scenic Scioto River. A destination for major concerts and Columbus Blue Jackets ice hockey games at the Nationwide Arena, it’s also home to Huntington Park, the Columbus Clippers baseball team, and the popular North Market known for its global food stalls. In the evening, office workers packed casual pubs and sports bars.

      One of the biggest attractions was Red, White, and Boom. Ohio’s largest fireworks display was every July 3rd. Most of the roads closed down for the day and blocked traffic while hundreds of bodies crowded food truck alley, the craft beers stand, and packed like sardines in a can as they watched the annual parade and waited for the show to begin.

      Just like last year when all hell broke loose.

      One year later, I couldn’t help but miss the sound of fireworks as they boomed into the sky, cascading colors lighting up the dark night in a dazzling display. If you looked around you couldn’t miss the red, white, and blue decorations that still cluttered many of the storefronts and streetlamps. Businesses with broken and boarded windows and smashed doors were a stark contrast to the patriotic streamers, bows, and American flags. A testament to how drastically and quickly the world had gone to shit.

      This year would have been the fiftieth anniversary of Red, White, and Boom. I’m not sure how I feel about that. Nostalgic? Sad? Pissed off?

      Maybe a combination of all three.

      It’s really disconcerting if you think about it. Undead roaming the city and decked out in patriotic t-shirts and wearing light-up necklaces with flashing red, white, and blue lights. Thankfully, those batteries died within the first couple of days. I can’t tell you how frighteningly weird it was to bump into a glowing zombie, teeth clicking, reaching out to tear your flesh from your bones. Maybe that’s why so many freaked out in the beginning and the chaos couldn’t be contained.

      Zombies in patriotic gear and lit up like a Christmas tree chasing you down the street while fireworks whizzed through the air and exploded above.

      Talk about macabre.

      My gaze slowly surveyed the room as I crouched on the floor. The contents were scattered about – desks, office chairs, filing cabinets, phones, etc. People had left in a hurry as evidenced by overturned chairs and spilled coffee mugs.

      I should have known it was too quiet today. Usually I heard the undead long before I saw them. The gnashing of teeth and shuffling of feet along with their hungry squalls, so like a starving infant in their intensity, provided the warning I needed. Undead were not in the habit of being quiet.

      I smirked. They were sort of stupid. At least lately.

      Perhaps the virus was taking its toll. I could only wish and pray this was the case since my survival depended entirely on the hope they would eventually die out, be destroyed, or starve to death. I was alright with that option, too.

      Across the room was another door, the glowing red letters of the EXIT sign flickered with the sporadic electricity that still lingered in the building. That’s why I chose this office complex today. The power was working which meant I didn’t have to scramble around in the dark.

      At least until the lights pulsed and everything went black five minutes ago.

      Shit.

      I grumbled under my breath and switched on my flashlight. To the right and left were long rectangular windows, both leading outside and to the sharp second story drop below, straight down to a gray slab concrete sidewalk. Jumping wasn’t an option and unless I suddenly developed the ability to fly the windows weren’t much help this high up. If I injured myself, I would never survive or return home.

      Home. What a fantasy that concept was now.

      Crack.

      The door was weakening. I didn’t have long now before the undead would push their way inside. Taking a deep breath, I inhaled and exhaled slowly, relaxing the thunderous beating of my heart. Fear wasn’t a new concept in this post-apocalyptic world of kill or be killed.

      Rule #1 – Survive.

      I sprinted across the office and headed straight for the exit, reaching for the handle as quietly as possible. At an agonizing pace, I slowly turned the knob and listened for the sounds of moaning, shuffling feet, or the gnashing of teeth.

      Silence.

      Opening the door further, I shined the flashlight into the hall but pointed it low at the floor, looking for feet.

      Mistake #1 of the day – I failed to notice the undead male on the other side of the door who lunged in my direction the moment the light shined into the hall.

      Mistake #2 – The edge of the door caught on a piece of frayed office carpet and refused to close. The wood held on as it gripped the material and bunched up the fibers the harder I tugged. Frantically, I began yanking on the door in a desperate attempt to flee the clutching claws and rotting fingers of the undead.

      Rule #2 – When all else fails . . . Run!

      Clicking off the flashlight, I darted back into the office and managed a pretty awesome baseball slide behind a large row of metal filing cabinets. I’m not sure how, but I managed not to hit anything or draw more attention to myself. Shocked, I drew in a shaky breath and stuffed the flashlight into my backpack, thankful the zipper was quiet. My heart pounded in my ears as I tried to slow the anxious beats. Stopping to listen, I waited on the usual warning sounds.

      Close enough to send chills down my spine, the noises of the undead were filling the room with every second that past. I pulled my knives from their sheaths strapped to each of my upper thighs. Ever since MS69, the drug that mutated and started the virus that infected the populace, I became my own version of Lara Croft. You know – Tomb Raider?

      How freaking cool was that?

      If only I wasn’t surrounded by walking dead people . . .

      This exact moment was when I noticed the main door I’d entered – and had previously shut – was now open. Shuffling feet could be heard along with the constant gnashing and clicking of teeth. The grinding jaws of the undead – or H.I.M.S. – searched in their attempt to find food. I should clarify that food means me.

      No matter what I did, I could never disguise my scent enough.

      Damn fucking zombies.

      H.I.M.S. (Humans Infected with drug MS, named after the two scientists who created it – Malfoy and Schroeder) were the result of the mutated virus that infected all humans who were exposed to MS69. When the drug corrupted the human DNA of those who were enhanced with MS69, they began to show symptoms of rejection and all hell broke loose.

      Their bodies changed. Their skin paled. Their minds began to deteriorate.

      Most disconcerting – their hunger grew.

      Once the blood tests were performed, a virus was detected. Dubbed “the flesh eater” because of its horrible and painful side effects, fear spread among the populace. Those injected with MS69 noticed their bodies declined further as open sores oozed along their frames. Their skin became necrotic and their fascia erupted like some screwed up version of the bubonic plague. A craving for raw meat and fresh blood drove them to openly attack. They became murderous, singularly focused on one objective: feed.

      And so, the Infected were unleashed.

      The undead released the zombie fucking apocalypse.

      Those who were sworn to protect became those who sought to maim and kill. Such was the way of the world now.

      Survival of the fittest. Natural selection had a really bad sense of humor. Darwin was probably laughing from beyond the grave.

      If it wasn’t bad enough, news of the contaminated bottled water and the devious plot by the government to exterminate low class citizens across the country was exposed. When the infected people began to overwhelm the hospitals the news media leaked the story. Only days later the outbreak proved the story was true. Anyone who came in contact and drank bottled water in the affected zip codes became ill. Now they were zombies.

      Soldier and civilian zombies.

      Fuck my life.

      I’m not sure which ones were worse.

      The Infected soldiers were extremely enhanced and scary as hell but the vast amount and high number of citizens who were undead were impossible to avoid. I haven’t even discovered all the different variations of these particularly nasty flesh eaters.

      Grasping my knives firmly in each hand, I quietly crept along the carpet and toward the first open door. Moonlight shone in sparse beams through the window, hidden by thick dense clouds that mostly obscured its full round shape as the pale moon hung low in the dark sky. Nightfall. Stupidly, I’d lost track of time.

      Mistake #3 – I lingered too long inside and missed the sunset.

      The soldier H.I.M.S. were the most dangerous at night where their enhancements allowed for night vision. Not to mention the other Infected . . .

      I was in big trouble.

      Fuck.

      I couldn’t make a run for it, there were too many of them. My only option was a loud distraction. The kind that would ensure most of the undead were drawn away from my only escape route. Crouching low, I sheathed my knives and let my fingers grasp the revolver on my hip with my right hand. This was risky, maybe even suicidal, but how the hell else was I supposed to get out of here alive?

      Raising the gun so it leveled with one of the wide office windows across the room, I exhaled and let my finger pull back on the trigger. The gunshot echoed within the four walls, followed by a loud crash as it exited from the building, glass breaking upon impact. The next moment, my ears ringing, I witnessed the throng of undead moving toward the window. As the bodies crowded the frame and pushed against the glass it began to splinter, little cracks that formed from the gunshot exit, traveling all the way to the metal sill in all directions like a delicate spider web.

      Before I knew what was happening, the glass gave way and shattered completely. H.I.M.S. began to fall through the gaping hole in the wall and splattered to the ground below as more of the living dead pushed in and those in front had nowhere to go. The sickening squelch of bodies and flesh hitting the hard concrete ground reached my ears. Dozens. Yes!

      In triumph, I dashed toward the open door, raising my knife. The first body I encountered was a middle-aged man with a gut and a Blue Jackets jersey. He met the sharp end of my blade, directly in the left eye. Squelch! I yanked the blade free, kicked the body aside, and kept running, dodging the H.I.M.S. close enough to turn in my direction. Thrusting the blade through the ear canal of a young guy in an American flag t-shirt and pants with little flags all over them, I ignored the squishing sound and spurting tainted blood.

      Just as I was crossing the threshold of the door, the lights decided to turn back on. The building seemed to hum with an inhuman buzz. My eyes watered at the sudden flash of bright white light as I realized the hall was full of undead who were still heading toward the sound of the gunshot.

      Damn!

      My only choice was to run as fast as I could beyond the emaciated and bloody bodies whose deteriorating flesh hung on their frames like meaty curtains. I hoped the sudden light disoriented them long enough for me to clear the building. Their milky eyes didn’t seem to have great vision in bright light. Staggering and temporarily blind, the H.I.M.S. bumped into one another and the walls as I ran, pushing and shoving, desperate to reach the front reception area by the main front doors to the office complex.

      I made it to the emergency stairway and fire escape, yanked open the door, and descended the nearly deserted stairs. Only two floors. Luck was on my side. Well, maybe.

      Not sure what I would find once I left the stairwell, I focused solely on escape. I managed to run through all the brightly colored undead, including the Bloater located just outside the elevators. I avoided Bloaters like the plague, which is kind of ironic considering this was a zombie apocalypse. Bloaters weren’t the worst I could encounter, but they were bad enough. Their overextended guts were puffed with putrid fluid and blood, their skin stretched taut as spidery blue veins spread across their large distended bellies.

      They pop like ticks squished under a shoe.

      I found that out the hard way once. Don’t ask.

      As I fled the office building into the dark night, I noticed two things. One, the H.I.M.S. weren’t dying as they fell from the two-story window above. They were only slowed down. Many scrambled to their feet and began to shuffle in my direction, even with dangling or missing limbs. Two, there were Runners. My biggest fear in this new world – the undead I was terrified of most – were the Runners. Actually, they were Infected, not quite fully turned.

      Yeah, luck was definitely not on my side.

      

      Lone Survivor is available now!
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      “Sister, what is happening? Why can’t I stop?” The fear saturating my twin sister’s voice only made me more apprehensive at our inability to stop our bodies.

      “I don’t know,” I whispered as a chill ran up my spine.

      My scales made dry rasping sounds against the tiled floor as I pulled myself ever forward. The trembling in my arms was not from fatigue but from trying to will my arms to stop. The invisible force drawing us to this building and the room just ahead was irresistible. Still, my sister and I fought it for all we were worth, an impossibility. The silent tears streaming down my sister’s face broke my heart. We’d been alive for a very long time, and I believed we had many more years ahead of us. Was this how we died? The wetness on my face was a testament that I too feared what was in that room. The door opened as we approached. Our matching eyes met; I saw stark terror bleeding across her face.

      Beside me slid my sister, Calista, her long white body and tail stretched out behind her. The word naga floated in my mind. It wasn’t often we were in this form anymore. The two of us were hatched from the same egg and were identical in all ways. This was so rare that no one in our nesting territory could remember it ever happening. It was only told in stories by the old ones. We were born pure white from the tops of our head to the tip of our tails, another legend come to life in us, including our head full of poisonous snakes. The only color was our bright, jeweled-colored blue eyes that had streaks of black lightning striking across the canvass of our hypnotic orbs and our snakes had the same colored eyes as the two of us.

      The room we slithered into was a large, mostly empty room; in the center of the room sat a low wooden pedestal and on it was a large, golden ball that reminded me of the Fabergé egg that Bion, a friend of our parents, brought back from layer one. There was a line going through the center of the sphere and a clasp on one side that you had to unlock to open it. This golden ball was calling to us, pulling at us, and it wanted the two of us to touch it.

      "Sister, what do we do. I can't stop myself. Nothing, I do is working!" The alarm in Calista’s honey-toned voice had my heart racing.

      So close now, my hand stretched out unbidden as if seeking my destruction.

      "I don't know!” I whispered in horrified dismay as my hand and body betrayed me.

      “Electra! Who has the power to command us this way?” My sister begged me for the answer.

      My upper body rose up slightly to bring me closer to that shining orb. Both of us reaching out at the same time.

      Thinking hard, a name floated up from the depths of my memory. "Only the Mother of us all could," I responded, praying it was her and not some unknown evil entity.

      "Gaia, the Mother? Why? She has not been active for hundreds of years,” Calista’s eyes were wide in shock.

      We’d both prayed day after day, hoping the ‘All Mother,’ would return to us. The world seemed to be dying and our species along with it. There were so few of us left now. It was as if the very Earth was turning against us. Then, there were the poachers from the other layered dimensions that were killing us off even faster. It was one of the reasons we didn’t stay in this shape very long now. Once the Earth turned from us, our powers began to diminish, leaving us vulnerable.

      Could it be Mother Gaia that called us here? Praying with all my soul, crying out in my desperation, scared it was something that would harm my sister and I, and not the divine Mother.

      “Mother save us,” I begged.

      My fingers only inches from the golden ewer, a voice reverberates through my mind causing me to wince in pain.

      My children, my cup will not harm you, drink of it. This nectar will only help you in the days to come. I have called all my children and prepared the way. The time of re-joining is at hand. Search out and assist my guardian, she will need your help in the years to come. She is young and alone on a world that will soon only know chaos. This is my task for you. Do you accept?"

      Now, the voice came on the wind whirling and twisting around us as if cradling us in its currents. Joy, excitement, and hope filled my exhausted body as if I’d been empty only moments before. Yet, there was also fear, the fear of disappointing Gaia, and she would turn from us once more. This was something I would avoid at all costs.

      In sync, we answered, “Yes, Mother. We accept.” The words echoing off the walls of the room only to rebound and become louder.

      Then, a thought occurred to me. How were we to find this guardian? Hoping Mother Gaia had not left us again, I asked. "How will we know her Mother, and how will we find her?"

      The wind whispered. Follow the path once you leave this place. It will guide you to a tear between the layers. Once through it, look to the west, she is traveling there with her young daughter, who is my vessel. Protect them. Take now of my grace and you will be able to cross the layers. I will have more instructions soon.

      Once more, we answered in unison, "Yes, Mother." We bowed our heads and reached...
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      A soft whimper escaped. “Shh, my darling all will be well,” I murmured softly to my sleeping child.

      Darkness was rapidly approaching; the last rays of the sun dipped behind the tall buildings around us. It was that time of night between twilight and before true darkness arrived, my heartbeat faster at the knowledge the other hunters would be sent out now that the dark of night was fast approaching. Please, let me have lost them, my only thought.

      Stretching my senses out, I searched around me for any sign of our pursuers. Nothing, yet. Mother of us all, please help us find safety, a mantra constantly on my tongue. Exhaustion bowed my shoulders. These last months had been hell keeping ahead of the ones pursuing us, determined to take the last of my kind down.

      Another quiet almost imperceptible whimper escaped from the most precious thing in my universe. I cradled my daughter protectively to my chest as she shifted in her own exhausted dream-filled slumber. A humorless smile momentarily graced my lips.

      Kia was a seer, a gift or nightmare from her father’s genes; only time would tell. Still, a child, my child, should never have the seeing thrust upon them so young; these visions should only awaken when the child was older. Much, much older. As a mother, I died a little each day when I couldn’t protect her from the things she was forced to witness. Then, there were our inherited species gifts we had been given as guardians to master, so much on such innocent shoulders. We were the last of our kind as far as I was aware. My parents died protecting me when I was fourteen, and I have been running and hiding ever since.

      A night of loneliness when I was seventeen produced Kia Skye Ember who was now almost four years old in age yet way too old in spirit and already haunted to her very soul. I tried to blink the tears away from my inability to protect her from the horror of those visions, but a few slipped past the armor I’d built up over the last six years. That armor was so thin and brittle now, and I didn’t know how much longer I could last before it became too much. Another restless stirring had me hugging Kia tighter to me as I glanced down at her tousled, curly, auburn locks. Then once again, I recognized that just by looking at her, she always made me stronger than I thought I could ever be.

      Kia settled and returned to stillness for the moment, so I turned my attention to finding one of my family’s boltholes or safe havens before full dark found us. It was near here, I knew. Snagging my phone out of my jean pocket, I searched through the information my parents had left me so long ago. Mom had been a computer genius, thank all the fates above. She’d taught me all her tricks, and while I wasn’t a genius when it came to technology. I was good at riding her coat tails.

      The one good thing about our kind was we lived a long damn time, with lots of time to learn. I snorted, Yeah, right! The better way of saying it would be: long-lived if we weren't hunted into near extinction. My parents and clan had built a lot of safe havens over their long lives, all over the world and in most major cities. Money was something else we also had plenty of, but most of it was traceable in this day and age of rampant technology.

      The ones looking for me were well versed in using that same technology. I’ve only been able to survive on the cash left at each of the refuges that I’d managed to get to, but it only gets you so far when you are trying desperately to stay off the grid and hidden. Scrolling through the names and locations, I finally found the one closest to me, and it was only a few blocks away.

      Bringing up the map application, I hit start; while adjusting the backpack a little better, I set off at a brisk walk. Every now and then, I looked between the large buildings around me, catching a glimpse of the cloudscape of oranges, yellows, purples, and whites as twilight caught up with me. The streets around me were practically deserted. This was the warehouse district, and everything started shutting down at dark, which at this time of year was around five in the evening. The phone had said it was now 5:07 p.m. and sunset looked to be around 5:26 p.m. tonight, so I picked up the pace. The artificial lights flickered on with a high buzzing sound before settling down into the constant low hum that would stay that way unless one of them burned out. The building my phone took me to looked like an old warehouse in need of a little tender loving care and was right on the edge of respectable.

      What couldn’t be seen, and my family had taken great pains to conceal, was the whole thing was constructed of rock and steel so thick and strong that I was pretty sure not even a warhead could penetrate it. The old building was wearing a façade of distressed corrugated metal so that it blended in with the rest of the old buildings and warehouses around it. Most, if not all, of our homes were built up before technology, before the human species had overrun the world, and before we had begun to be killed off over the last hundred years. My clan had been thousands upon thousands strong, but as technology killed the environment, it had also weakened us to the point that we were easier to dispatch. Nature sustained us, and from whence, our powers were derived. Unfortunately, humans had damaged the Earth and thus damaged us. It still took a lot to take us down, but it could be done far easier than ever anticipated by my family.

      Reaching the door at last, I breathed a sigh of relief. I quickly put the first code in, waiting for the first of the two doors to open to what I hoped would be our haven in the months to come. Shivering a bit while I waited, I felt around Kia to make sure she was still cozy and warm. It had gotten colder as darkness approached, plus it was October. Sending my senses out once more, I was reassured that we were safe for the moment.

      Looking up, I spotted a bevy of doves and a crow. The skitter of tiny feet had me looking over my shoulder to see a rat huddled in the alley for warmth, peeking from beneath an old discarded newspaper. A prickling sensation of being watched ran up my spine and had my eyes roaming the area, where I finally spotted the glowing yellow eyes of a predator staring at me from behind a garbage can. Its dark fur blended well against the grey brick of the building and the big black, trash bin. It raised its muzzle to the barely seen moon and howled.

      This should be where I said a joke, I thought with amusement. A crow, a rat, and a wolf…. Three such diverse animals, yet they helped keep me sane and I was beyond grateful they were in my life.

      Are you staying out here? I asked, my three bonded companions.

      A pompous voice responded in my head. Yes. Why you even ask, I’ll never know. Has our time together taught you nothing nestling? Of us?

      Nestling? I’m older than you are by close to fourteen years, bird brain! I retorted.

      Maybe in human years, but we crow’s mature much faster than you, flightless ones. My bonded companion scoffed before he flew by my head, clipping my ponytail, making it swing even higher in the wind.

      My other two bonded companions merely gave an affirmative as they were not as articulate as my crow. I knew they were as tired of traveling as Kia and I were. The sound of crackling dried up leaves and vegetation filled the night as the wind picked up. Nature was rapidly preparing for the first snowfall of the year. I knew deep in my bones that this was going to be a rough winter. Gaia was pissed and intended to show it to the world. The coming days were not going to be easy for anyone, death would find many, and my poor wee one had seen it all. Gaia was done with the humans’ reign of destruction, and life as we knew it here on Earth and the other Earth-like layered dimensions would never be the same again.

      An evil smile graced my face at the thought of what was to come.
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      Shaking my head, I brought myself back to the present finished, entering the code for the first door, which led me into a small room. The entry way was the only thing that had any technology associated with this building. The room I’d entered was bare bones and the size of a small office. There was a chair and desk, which held a computer system that was out of date by ten years, an old telephone, a bench to each side of the entryway, and nothing else. Well except for the two mirrors on either side of the entrance.

      I walked up to what looked like a rock wall facing; it was directly across from the front door. Placing my palm in the very center of it, a connection was forged between me, the rock wall, and the metal within the building. A door appeared, parted in welcome, and allowed me to enter the second entrance. I didn’t normally go through the third or final doorway of the bolthole as this section contained rooms that were along the lines of an extremely large house. Which I guess was a good thing, since the third and final door was a last resort type of entry.

      The warehouse that was not a warehouse was around six blocks in length and was the same in width, height, and depth, and that was only the approximate dimensions of this second abode. The third entrance and the one we rarely had to go to were similar to one of those panic rooms I’d heard humans discuss a time or two, except it was a dimensional pocket in space. It had all the amenities of home, and we could live there for up to a year if we had to, but it didn’t have sunshine, rain, or anything truly living in it. Oh, there were plants and vegetable gardens, but it was only maintained through our natural magic. Unfortunately, like those same veggies and plants, we primordials needed the sun, moon, and the elements of nature to help us recharge, which was why a year was the max we could live in that pocket dimension and survive.

      Like I said, this was an extremely large building. The inside was six floors in height, with each room being around fifteen feet from the ceiling to the floor and then went down another ten floors underground. The house was intended to be a command center and to hold most of our clan, now it held only Kia and me. We could rattle around in this structure for days and possibly even get lost. The good news, this would be our fortress in the days, weeks, and months ahead.

      The roof of the building was made out of a type of quartz that allowed sunlight and energy to pass through into a stone base made up of energy elements and crystals that helped power this monstrosity of a building. The roof’s skylights were covered in an unbreakable, filmed glass, which in turn covered the quartz solar collectors so that any would-be thieves would be shit out of luck trying to find egress into the building.

      Each of our safe havens were fairly similar, although some were smaller than others. This was the main one and the largest. I’d spent the last six years working my way to this location. This was where Kia and I were going to hole up and ride out the storm to come. Walking through the door, I paused to gaze around. It was just as I remembered it. I was last here when I was around the age of ten. We’d come because my parents were still grieving the loss of my grandparents and were determined to upgrade all our safe havens. It was as empty then as it was now. If I remembered correctly, there had been only a few remaining distant clan members and none of them stayed together anymore. It had been too risky. I pushed the memories away the best I could with the anniversary of my parents’ death fast approaching.

      Scanning the room now as an adult, I saw an open floor plan, set up here on the ground floor in sections. The door from the office opened directly in the middle. To the right were the family and entertainment section, while here in the middle was some game and pool tables. Then to my left was a long dining table that would have fit hundreds and had many years ago. Further on was the big dining bar with stools and a long bench that curved around the end in an L-shape. Just on the other side of that was the state-of-the-art kitchen that ran on quartz solar power and the natural power of the stone collectors. Matter of fact, everything in this building ran on natural energy all the way from the top to the bottom ten floors.

      Taking the backpack off, I laid it next to the now shut door I’d just entered.  Reaching up to my shoulder, I unclipped one side of the harness; then holding onto Kia a little more firmly, I reached across to my other side and released the other clip. Then carefully shimmied out of my coat and hung it on the hooks that lined the wall on either side of the door trying not to wake Kia each time I had to transfer arms. I reached down and grabbed the backpack throwing it over my left shoulder since Kia was now on my right with her head on my shoulder and headed for the kitchen. Using my chin to hold the backpack in place for a second so it wouldn’t slide down my arm, I sketched a quick rune in the air, which released the stasis charm that had been placed on the building to preserve its condition. The bummer part, it could only be used on non-living things.

      With Kia still held tightly to my chest, I headed towards the kitchen to prepare some food for her and me, but first, I went to the door just past the kitchen on the left-hand side. Opening the door, I found it just as I had left it; my toys were still strewn about on the floor. The twin bed against the wall made rather messily if I was honest, I thought with amusement at my ten-year-old self. Pulling back the covers, I carefully laid Kia down and finished stripping the harness from her as well as her coat and shoes. Covering her, I bent further down and kissed that precious forehead. Turning and without closing the door, I went back to the kitchen and opened the fridge. I released the preservation spell. It was full as I knew it would be; my parents always refilled the pantries and coolers before closing up one of the boltholes. Grabbing some beef and veggies, I set about making a stew for us and left it to simmer and cook for a few hours.

      Going to the right-hand side of the kitchen, I opened another door that led into the bedroom my parents had used while here. There were around fifty or so other rooms in this place, some for sleeping and some for other things. I could still feel the echoes of those that had come before me. There was something so sad about this building, what had once been filled with people and happiness now lay empty and lonely. Sighing a little dejectedly at all that empty space surrounding me. Nope, I wasn’t going down that path as it was long ago and before my time, so I shook free of it. Kia and I would make the best of what we had.

      This room too was familiar; it was a large room with a massive bed, easily three times the size of your standard king bed, to the right of me. The sitting area was dead ahead across a large open space, while to the left was the ginormous bathing room and closet. The good news, since the whole place had been placed in stasis, the closet was well preserved, so there were plenty of clothes for me to choose from on the female side, which was on the left, or if I’d been male the clothes on the right would have worked. Mostly it held my parents’ clothes as they had normally used this room. Other rooms held entire wardrobes for all ages as they were updated and replenished each time my parents or another clan member had stopped in. This hadn’t been done in a little over ten years, so they were a little outdated, but not by much.

      Continuing down the short hall, I entered the bathroom and stopped and stared as memories fell one on top of another. The fun I had swimming in here with my mom, the times she let me play with her accessories, my dad getting ready to go hunting, so many bittersweet memories. This room was right out of time. The bathroom was originally a grotto with three heated mineral pools.

      The first pool was for cleaning, and the dirty water was filtered naturally by the plants and the minerals in the sand that was on the floor of the pool. The second pool was for swimming and was heated naturally by the underground river that was in turn heated by the lava holes from the core of the Earth. It was made safe long ago by my ancestors. The third pool further back was much hotter than the other two and mostly used for sore muscles sort of like the hot tubs or saunas of today. There was another bigger communal grotto on the tenth floor below ground. The rest of the rooms had your more modern bathrooms.

      Stripping down, I stepped into the first pool, grabbed some sand from the bottom, and started scrubbing. By the Mother of us all, I needed this. I couldn’t stay long because I didn’t want Kia to wake up without me near, so I hurriedly scrubbed up and grabbed some soap weed, crushed it, and washed my hair. This particular weed was long gone on the outside world, but it always reminded me of green cardamom with its hints of cinnamon, clove, and just a trace of mint that had an intense sweetness about it.

      My ancestors had saved so many species of plants that were now only found in our greenhouses or rooms like this one. This area where the pool begins, and the communal one below ground as well as the hydroponics gardens were not put in stasis since the Earth was constantly renewing it. What was put on it was an erosion free charm. Stepping out of the first pool, I grabbed a towel and dried off, then went to the sink to brush my teeth, and brush my now squeaky-clean hair. Yay.

      I’d avoided looking in the mirror this whole time as it was hard to see myself all grown up and without my parents here. I hated being alone. I hated that my daughter would grow up without ever knowing their love or that of a clan. Placing my hands on the counter, my head still bowed, I slowly raised it to see an average looking female with green eyes and brown auburn curly locks, dripping with wetness. Nothing stood out just as it was meant to.

      Finally, I dropped my glamour and took in the person I’d grown into. It was always the eyes that drew me first. One faceted gem-like green eye with golden flecks and a horizontal slit stared back at me and looked exactly like my dragon shifter father’s, while the other eye boasted the same horizontal slit, but was a bright silver with black undertones exactly like my full-blooded primordial mother.

      The primordial bloodline always won out, but if one of the parents was another species like my dad, who had been a dragon shifter, then you got extra gifts to go along with your primary ones. My daughter, on the other hand, had been a one-night stand with a Romanian gypsy with unknown psychic gifts hence the seer gifts my daughter was developing. Just thinking about him made me flush and my body heat up. He’d done everything right to make my first time a memory to be brought back up in the dark of my lonely nights. Goddess, it had been so, so long ago, and no one else since. I couldn’t help running hands down my body as the memories flooded me.

      I’d met the handsome gypsy while I was traversing the Carpathian Mountains headed towards Italy. Mostly, in those first years alone after my parents were killed, I traveled either as a dragon, mountain wolf, or bear, which was safer for a young girl on her own. Besides, it got me through those mountains much faster than pure walking.
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      The Romanian gypsy and I met one night at an inn in Banská Bystrica. I’d decided I needed a break from the small animals I’d hunted and to get a cooked meal for once. I cleaned up in the river and put on my jeans, shirt, and hiking boots. Then, I walked into town with an old ratty backpack that I needed to replace while I was in the city. When I’d arrived, I think at first the innkeeper was going to refuse me until I finally pulled out some of the cash I had in my pocket. Once he was satisfied, I could pay, I was given a room for the night. Then I hustled up to it and dropped off my stuff. Then, hustled right back down as I was starving.

      I walked into the dining area close to drooling just thinking about that hot, delicious meal soon to be mine only to find the entire place packed. I almost backed out, but at the last second, a handsome young man beckoned me to his table as he was sitting alone amid all the bustle in the dining room. I looked him over carefully as I walked up to him.

      The way he was sitting indicated he was tall, I would say six foot three; his body took up a good portion of the chair, even if he was lean and muscular. He looked to be around twenty or maybe younger but not by much, a little older than me. The black-haired young man looked assured of himself and excited at meeting me, but at the same time, there was just a hint of haunted, sadness in his eyes. I wasn’t sure of that of course, but it seemed that way. Reflecting back, I think he foresaw our meeting and its results.

      Black diamond, bright eyes danced with happiness as he got up and pulled a chair out for me. His features were striking in being both masculine and pretty at the same time. He had introduced himself as Durriken, which I later learned meant fortune-teller, go figure. I only gave my first name, Sadie. We’d sat around talking and drinking well into the night; I was pretty sure this had been the most interaction I’d had with another human being in over three years. Later as the restaurant shut down, he’d invited me to his room for a nightcap.

      It had been awkward at first on my part, but when he came up to me, running his hands up and down my arms as if to warm me up, I fell into those liquid onyx eyes. Those big fingers lightly skimmed the flesh of my arms on their return journey up, raising goosebumps along the way and sending sparks all over my body.

      “Sadie? Is this what you want?” The accented voice came out so deep and husky, it took time for me to understand the meaning of his words as I basked in the tactile contact.

      Finally, I hissed out, “Yesss.” My eyes closed, letting the sensations of his touch wash over me.

      “Good.” I loved his Romanian accent.

      Opening my eyes at his words, Durriken smiled down at me, his eyes growing darker, marauding. My blood heated and rushed through my body. Those wonderful fingers left my arms going to my hair, where he pulled it from its ponytail. The thick auburn locks cascaded down my back and his hands ran through the curly mass, making me sigh in relieved delight. Capturing my head, he gently lifted it from where I’d laid it on his chest. Bringing it and me closer to him, he captured my mouth for a deep, beguiling kiss that ignited a hunger I didn’t know was in me. Our tongues clashed; my hands grasped his shirt, pulling him closer to me, trying to merge our bodies into one. I wanted this. I needed this.

      Pulling back from me, Durriken stared down into my eyes with a tenderness I didn’t understand, then leaning back in he kissed me more softly. Lightly teasing me with his tongue, making me chase him. Gasping into our kiss when he leaned into me, grabbing just beneath my ass, he lifted me; my legs automatically wrapped around his waist. Taking us to the couch, I felt his core tighten showing his strength. He sat down with me straddling his lap, our kiss never breaking just becoming deeper and wilder. The roughness of his five o’clock shadow and the softness of his lips was thrilling on a level I’d never imagined.

      The feel of his hands on my sides and stomach shocked me back for a moment. Slowly he lifted my shirt, never taking his eyes from mine until it rose up over my face. Only stopping when the shirt trapped my arms behind my head and blinded me. A warm tongue bathing my braless breast made my breath hitch and fire shoot down my center. Oh Goddess!

      A gasp left my lips as he sucked hard on my nipple then slowly pulled back, extending the tip until his lips lost suction with a pop. Keeping my arms trapped with one hand, the roughness of his other hand on the soft skin of my other breast damn near had me moaning out loud. I loved that shivery feel of his hands on me as my senses became sharper without my sight. The sharp pain of teeth nipping the tip of one nipple followed by gentle licks had my core tightening and me pushing into his jean covered dick. The pressure on my clit had me moving slowly back and forth as a need I’d never felt grew.

      “Durriken,” I breathed his name.

      I wanted, needed something.

      “Don’t move,” he ordered, letting go of the shirt.

      I kept my arms behind my neck as my core clenched at the order, panting with each glide of my clit against his hard, thick surface. My jeans became damp since I wasn’t wearing any underwear. His thumbs ran along both sensitive nipples before he started slowly and lazily twisting and pulling on them rhythmically. Trying to bite back a gasp here and a moan there as more pleasurable feelings shot down to my pussy, and I pressed harder with each back and forth movement of my hips. Groaning at each twist, each one became a little harder building a fire in my nipples, I cried out at just this side of pain. My breasts were squished in two hot hands, kneading them together before a hot, wet mouth licked and sucked on both nipples soothing them.

      “Oh Goddess! Please Durriken,” I moaned begging for more.

      My knees dropped to the floor as the memories continued to flow as if I was right there again. Pulling at my own nipples brought back those same delicious sensations he’d induced in me.

      Moving faster and faster, my body tightens, my skin tingling, my breathing harsh when it stops.

      “Noooo,” I wailed in protest as Durriken picked me up once again with his hands under my ass.

      I swiftly shed the shirt to glare into his crinkled, laughing eyes.

      “Sadie, my Sadie, we are just getting started.” Durriken’s wicked grin sped my heart up with anticipation.

      Slowly he lowered my legs; my arms now wrapped tight around his neck holding on. My face bent to the side as his hot breath tickles my ear; his tongue lightly touching the outside as he follows a path straight to my neck, where I gasp as he lightly nips his way down an erogenous path, I had no idea exited. My arms lowered to run over his shirt covered chest. Each bite, my whole-body shivered and danced to his tune.

      “Goddess,” A bare whisper escaped as his lips continued their path down my body.

      My hands finally reached the bottom of his shirt but clenched in the material as he hungrily suckled first one then the other nipple, his other hand always on the opposite nipple lightly pinching, twisting, pulling. My thighs rubbed together restlessly with each drugging pull. More juice flowed from the depths of my being as my clit throbbed in time to my heartbeat. Which in turn seemed to create a loud thump, thump, thump in my head.

      He whispered soft words to me in Romanian each time he drew away, and while I could speak the language, I couldn’t grasp one word. It was complete gibberish as I concentrated fully on each sensation and sound, he pulled out of me.

      I protested as his mouth left my breast to travel down my stomach just as his rough hands followed down my sides. Lowering his big body to the ground, he buried his face in my jean covered pussy and inhaled, groaning in appreciation it seems. Those nimble fingers worked on the button of my jeans and zipper before curling around the sides and slowly lowering them. His eyes watched mine, the pupils barely seen as something dark and sinful passed through them before he slowly returned his lips to my stomach. My gaze trapped within his as he kissed and licked to the top of my mound. Pausing his kisses when the jeans reached my knees, he leaned back slightly and pushed them all the way down to my feet, before he placed one hand on my stomach gently pushing me backwards until my butt hit the bed. He swiftly finishes pulling them off me. Straightening back up, he knee walked to my closed legs, and I watched as those big hands pushed my knees further apart one slow inch at time until he’d widened them to his satisfaction. A breath whooshed from me, making me realize I’d been holding it for a while. So many emotions danced through me, and I started to hide myself when he let go of my knees, snatched my hands in his, placing them further back on either side of me, forcing me to lean back more.

      “Keep them there,” he instructed me, making the still ragged thumps of my heart hitch.

      He squeezed my legs before he widened them once more, faster this time. He stared for such a long time; I got nervous and started to sit back up to cover myself.

      Durriken’s gaze snapped to mine. “I said stay,” his voice gruff and commanding.

      Returning to my position, I sucked in a breath as his fingers touched me so intimately, I froze. Gently he ran his thumbs up and down the outside of my thighs, circled in to glide over my outer lips before lightly skimming the nub peeking from under its hood, sending sparks of lightening through my body. My womb clenched and released. Running those teasing thumbs down to my core, he scooped up the juices, before he ran one thumb over and over that pleasure point making my stomach clench, causing spectacular tingles and burning to grow. My arms gave out and I fell back to the bed where I gripped the bed covering for something to hold onto. Warm breath hoovered over my pussy causing me to jackknife upward to stare down at him.

      Pulling back slightly, Durriken frowned up at me.

      “Which part of stay are you not understanding? Is it punishment you’re seeking?” His eyes returned to my center as it contracted at his words. “Hmm.” A knowing smile graced his lips as I flushed pink all over. “Perhaps later. Now back in position.” His words snapped with dominance.

      I fell back, laying one arm over my eyes. My other gripped the bedspread once more.

      Durriken’s thumb resumed its slow, erotic circles before I again felt his hot breath just above my clit and his thumb. Squeezing my eyes shut as his hands grasped my legs, nudging them apart even more. A wet tongue lightly ran over the same spot his thumbs had been only seconds before. My stomach and legs tightened. That wicked, wicked tongue flicked my sensitive nub over and over before he placed his whole mouth over my center and sucked, sending crackling, sizzling, sparks of pleasure throughout my body. A slow burn grew and grew with each lick, flick and suck. I jumped in surprise to feel a finger tracing my lower lips before lightly dipping into my core, then starting all over. Sounds were escaping me, but all I could hear was white noise as my whole being fully concentrated on one point of my body.

      My hips moved. I badly wanted to reach down and hold him to me, but I was more afraid he would stop these delicious sensations. I jumped again when the light dip became a long slow thrust of his thick finger. He placed his other hand on my stomach to keep me from rising as he suckled my clit then pulled his finger out and thrust again. I rose to meet those fingers, the fullness of them.

      I wanted more! “Durriken, please!” I begged on a sob as I sought something that was at once right there, yet not.

      He added another thick finger, adding a slight burn to the fullness. Never stopping that sucking or licking. The thrusts became harder, meeting each one, the burn, the sizzling wound tighter, tighter, and tighter. I locked up, my body convulsed, my womb clenched over and over, my mind went white as molten lava filled my veins and pleasure rolled through me. My body sucked at his fingers even as it wanted to expel them. Slowly, oh so, slowly, I came down from a high I desperately wanted to reach again. Shuddering in another mini orgasm as he pulled his fingers from me.

      Durriken shifted, but I was too boneless to check it out. The bed moved and his hands grabbed under my arms and scooched me back further onto the bed. My eyes snapped open to find him above me. My legs already spread with him between them. Oh, so slowly, Durriken lowered himself until his hard length was pressed right over my now overly sensitive clit. A new, harsher sensation built as he rubbed himself back and forth. It was at once painful and pleasurable. I couldn’t decide if I liked it or not. He coated himself in my wetness, making his cock slick until it was moving smoothly up and down my slit. My breathing changed as frissons of pleasurable pain had my juices flowing once more.

      “Look at me.” His words had me opening my eyes, I didn’t realize I’d shut.

      “Tonight, you’re mine. Do you understand?” His words dared me to contradict him.

      There was no way in a hell I would do that. I nodded.

      “No. You must answer me,” Durriken growled in a low husky voice.

      “Yes. Yours, tonight,” I agreed, my own voice low and raspy.

      It didn’t sound like me.

      “Please, now?” Asking for the unknown but known.

      Such a contradiction.

      At my words, he reached down and lined his cock up with my center. He’d never stopped moving as he questioned me, that same build from before rising, my pussy drenched. Slowly, he pushed in. Opening my core wider as he pressed inward. He pulled out and then in a little more. My body stiffened at the unfamiliar intrusion.

      “Relax, precious one,” Durriken whispered thickly to me even as he stopped to let my body adjust.

      Sweat popped out over his body making it glisten as he strained, he stared down between our bodies, and I couldn’t help but follow the same path.

      My eyes widened and snapped to his.

      “That won’t fit!” I told him starting to panic.

      He gave me a pained laugh.

      “Yes, it will. Just relax. I promise, the only thing you should feel is a slight pressure and maybe a little pain, then nothing but pleasure. Sadie…” His eyes gazed into mine. “You are more than ready for me, okay?” I nodded a little spastically.

      A naughty twinkle entered his eyes. “Are you a rip the band aid off kind of girl, or do you try and take it off slow and easy?” I gave him a puzzled look before replying.

      “I rip it off, why?”

      Durriken thrust in hard, giving me no chance to work myself up. There was a small burn and almost popping sensation before he was fully seated within me. He waited there, his breathing picking up. His arms straining, the muscles popping on his arms.

      I don’t think I or my body knew what to think. Shifting a little uncomfortably at the fullness and stretching sensation, my clit rubbed against his dick, the movement reminded my body it liked what had been done to it so far. I did it again, shifting my hips to rub my clit over and over until that spark relit with purpose. Durriken slowly withdrew and then thrust back in adding a whole new dimension to this love making. Over and over he sunk into my depths hitting something different inside me that had me almost gushing. He set a rhythm as he pounded into me, his groin hitting my clit over and over with each grind at the end. That same delightful, delicious feeling built and built. My pace and hips rose to meet his as I wound tighter and tighter. Almost there, almost there.

      “Durriken,” I screamed as my body went into convulsions.

      In the real world, my body throbbed along with the memory.

      I could feel myself clamp down on him, but he didn’t stop his pounding, it only increased until he grunted explosively pouring himself into my depths joining me as our bodies spasmed together. Our bodies made little movements until we both collapsed in exhaustion. His lips found my head and placed little kisses over it, even as I felt him pumping the last of himself into me.

      Bringing his lips to mine in a long, slow, languid kiss that curled my toes.
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      I laid on the bathroom floor as my mind and body had a flashback to end all flashbacks. Yes, it had been way too damn long. We’d spent most of that night loving each other. When morning came, he’d fallen into an exhausted slumber. I kissed his forehead before returning to my room to shower and change. After a few hours of sleep, I went back to his room to see if he wanted to get breakfast, but he was already gone. Stopping at the checkout desk on my way to see if he’d left anything, I was surprised to be handed a small card with my name on it. All it said was, Until we meet again.

      Over the last three almost four years, I’d tried to find him to let him know of our daughter, but nothing ever came of it. I had no idea if he was dead or alive. Occasionally, I wondered if he’d known anyway. I knew Kia didn’t always see things about herself, but she could get readings of those around her. Getting back to my feet, it took a moment for me to gather my scattered wits about me again. My body was still flushed and trembling slightly. A memory, I treasured.

      Bringing myself back to the present, I looked over my true features. Something, I rarely get to see anymore. It was a graceful, slightly exotic, delicately shaped face. The black eyebrows and thick lashes offset my natural eyes and beneath them was a refined nose that sat above full lips. My ears angled back slightly and were sharply pointed and reached just above my hairline. My hair was unique in that it was silver like my mothers, but mixed within were the jeweled reds, black, and greens of my father’s scales. It had gotten long in recent years, and I usually kept it braided or in a ponytail.

      What no one ever saw were the horns and tail that was a part of my natural form. I was of average height, around five feet seven. My dad would say I was fiercely, delicate looking, but that would be deceiving as every bit of me was built to be a guardian, yet undeniably I was female in all her glory. I saw both my father and mother in me, and Kia showed all of the signs of being a wonderful blending of my mom and me with only hints of Durriken here and there.

      Reinstating my glamour, I looked again and only saw my long auburn hair, green eyes with the same delicate face and body but with normal ears, no horns, or tail. It was what had become familiar to me over the past six years. The only time I let my glamour go anymore was making sure Kia knew what I looked like in both forms and if we were going to be safe for a while. Kia too had a glamour on ninety-nine percent of the time; she was still working on her control.

      Re-braiding my hair into two braids, I dropped my glamour once more since we would be here for the foreseeable future. Wrapping each braid around the base of my horns that spiraled around, following the contour of my head to point out a few inches from the back of the old noggin. The surprising thing when seeing them is they matched my hair colors. I had to admit, it was very striking. I also had what you would call a prehensile tail more along the lines of a tiger’s tail but with a curled bulbous stinger at the end holding a highly poisonous pouch. Grabbing the end of my tail, I released the stinger at the end and studied it. The stinger was approximately six inches long with needle-like protrusions similar to that of pine needles running the length of it.

      Each one contained multi-levels of toxin, from one that would instantly kill a human if they were ever scratched to a milder venom that would knock out even the most powerful of the Kindred, Breeds, or Other which was what we called the supernaturals in our world. The main stinger contained enough toxin to kill almost anyone within seconds. There were several Kindred that were affected differently, depending on the type of species and their level of strength. I did have the ability to release one or multiple needles, so no matter what, I always had a weapon on my person. Although, with my other guardian abilities, I was a weapon. We were made that way. The needles themselves were clear and looked like crystals attached to a silver Christmas tree that blended in with the hair, further disguising it.

      Most of the time, it was wrapped around my right leg. Walking to the walk-in closet, I scanned what was available. Grabbing a pair of jeans and a black long-sleeved Henley t-shirt off the hangers, I then opened the drawers and pulled out a package of underwear, bra, and socks, before going into the sitting room to finish dressing. Feeling clean for the first time in more days than I could count, I stood up to go check on Kia.

      Stopping to stir the stew, I leaned over to sip from the spoon, not bad, but I added a little more garlic and pepper. My stomach grumbled at me in protest as I walked to the other bedroom but stopped as I heard Kia talking. I peeked around the corner to see her playing with the same toys I had once played with as a young girl. She was talking to the stuffed bear I’d named Berry, the Brown Bear. Not very original, I thought, as the old memory surfaced. My dad had won the bear for me when we had gone to Coney Island. That had been a good day.

      “Hi, Mommy.” Kia said in her sweet child’s voice. “Where have you been?” I smiled.

      Kia hadn’t looked up; her expression was focused and solemn as she straightened the bear's outfit.

      Walking over to her, I sat down facing her before answering. “Hey, baby. I was getting cleaned up and making some dinner. Sorry I wasn’t here when you woke up.”

      “It’s alright Mommy. I was playing with Cory.” Kia held up the bear to indicate that was her new friend Cory without looking at me, as she grabbed the bear’s shoes and began trying to wrestle them on.

      “That’s, good sweetie. Do you need to go to the bathroom?”

      “No, I went already,” she told me without looking up.

      I wanted to see those beautiful eyes but worried she wasn’t looking at me because she’d just seen some horrid visions. When that happened, Kia rarely looked at anyone and she mostly withdrew into herself as she worked to process what she saw.

      “Did you remember to flush and wash your hands?” I asked already knowing the answer.

      “No, Mommy. The water too high for me to reach,” Kia explained.

      Kia was three and would be four in December, and while she was long-limbed, she was also petite, which was why I could still get away with carrying her in the body carrier. She was tall for her age, but still too small to reach the sink by herself.

      “Come on rug rat let’s get your hands clean and a bath, then you can play with Cory until dinner is ready.”

      She finally looked up at me at last and saw that I was out of my glamour. She dropped her’s immediately with excitement. It was so rare that we got to do this, that it was a treat for her. Normally she had the same auburn, curly locks as me, along with the same green eyes, but she was cute as a button to me rather than average looking. Now with the glamour removed, her striking toddler features showed the first hints of the beauty she would grow into.

      Her one silver eye with black undertones and her one black eye with silver undertones looked back at me and sparkled with her excitement. A head of silver hair like mine but streaked with black highlights replaced the auburn locks, while her horns were a pure black with tiny silver striations, and her tail was again a mix of silver and black.

      She was not like most human toddlers who were somewhat ungainly. As a primordial, she already had the long, lean body that she would grow into and was naturally graceful. When walking, she had a flowing gate that was hard to disguise for a child of close to four. When asked, I always had to give her age to be around six or seven even though she’s much shorter than that age group and that she’d had martial arts training since she could walk.

      She was a smart cookie, but most of the time, she had haunted eyes and was much too serious for her age, so I was always glad when she acted like the young child she was and not a much older child.

      We trained each day without fail since our lives depended on it. Martial arts being the main focus, along with learning to shift into our different animal forms, then there were the practice swords I’d carved for her to train on. We were a very gifted species, but it still required me to teach her the proper use of her gifts both physically, mentally, and of our nature.

      A big smile graced that cupid bow mouth as she stood up and took my hand. “Will it be a shower or a big tub?” Kia asked, even as she vibrated with suppressed joy at getting to play in water.

      Kia loved water. Sometimes, I thought she was more fish than anything else.

      I looked down into those mesmerizing eyes and flashed her my own smile. “Bigger. Come on, and I’ll show you.”
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      It was taking me longer to fall asleep than normal. All day, the Earth had been rumbling. Then there were the storms, winds, and other acts of nature that were pounding the buildings and sidewalks outside our fortress. Gaia was making her presence felt, and she was building her energy up. You could sense it on the currents in the air, hear it in the wind, and feel the earth protesting. The charge, building around the Earth, had made it difficult to fall asleep. All the newsies were scratching their heads the world over.

      Kia was lying next to me, clutching my arm as she stirred in a restless slumber. I used my other hand to gently rub her back hoping to push her deeper, so that she could get some decent rest. Tonight, Kia refused to sleep in her new room.

      A chime sounded through the house, snapping me out of the sleepy haze you get when you’re desperate to sleep but you’re not awake enough to read or watch TV. I froze, my heart pounding, as I tried to think of where I’d heard that sound before. I very carefully moved my daughters’ arm from mine and put the bear in its place. Kia clutched it tightly to her as she turned over before settling down again. I gently pulled the covers to her neck, and she settled even further into the comforter like a turtle seeking to retreat from the world.

      Another chime had me scrambling out of the covers and picking up my weapons, which I’d laid out neatly along the top of the chest a drawer. A memory surfaced of a doorbell ringing, something I hadn’t heard in well over six years. This was both alarming and surprising. This place had sort of a look away ward placed around the building. People knew something was here but had no interest in finding out what the warehouse contained or who owned it. If they were persistent, the closer they got the more they wanted to get away.

      I walked to the exit, placing my palms on the stone surface leading into the small office. There were two mirrors on either side of the exit door. I ran my hand over the surface waking up the magic. Two women came into view. One was facing the door while the other was facing the street keeping watch, her head swiveling back and forth along the sidewalks.

      The one facing me was very lean and long. She had curves but they were more on the boyish side, with small breasts and hips. The face was delicate, an oval shape, button nose, full lips, cut cheek bones, but it was the eyes that drew you in. They were a bright, faceted jewel-tone blue canvassed by long, thick white lashes, and while they didn’t take up the whole face, they stood out and were set beneath delicate arching white eyebrows. Another draw was her lush, gleaming, fine white hair that flowed down to her lower back in wavy locks. Looking past the one facing me, I saw the other had the same white locks high in a ponytail waving to the left as the wind blew through it. She had the equivalent height and body weight as the one at the door. Leading me to believe they were related. Both were wearing jeans, tight black t-shirts, and black hiking boots. I noticed on the back of each were well used dark-brown backpacks, both full.

      It took me a moment to get past the look away when I saw a hazy spot above each backpack. A look away was a spell placed on weapons or something else you wanted to keep hidden. If you had the ability to see past it, you would first see a hazy spot. With concentration, it could be broken. There were two crossed swords in harnesses across their backs. The muscles along my right arm tensed, causing the leather to creak on the hilt of the sword I held. My left hand brushed the hilt of the long dagger hanging along my leg in its harness. The dagger was always on my body day or night, clothed or unclothed.

      Sigrid? Who do you think they are? I asked my bonded crow.

      They have approached carefully, but I have never seen them. Sigrid’s tone of voice had always been on the haughty side, why I had no idea.

      Most of the time, I was pretty sure he thought he was better than all of us. Why do I believe this to be? He told me so of course. Remembering that conversation had my lips twitching upwards. I knew he was huddled up in the eves of this warehouse. He’d decided to keep watch the same with my other two bonded companions. Grim, a giant male timber wolf from the Carpathian Mountains huddled across the street in an alley just behind a dumpster. Most of the time people confused him with those Irish wolf hounds I’ve seen pictures of, or people thought he was a cross breed of some sort with the help of a little glamour. Then there was George, a bigger than normal black rat from the ship we’d used to cross over into Italy, who was currently hiding in the drainage pipe across the street. He was quick, agile, and protective of Kia the same as Grim. Both had been accidents; I hadn’t meant to bind either of them to me. I’d been extremely lucky not to have a whole zoo following me.

      Sigrid and I bonded when I was fourteen, which was unheard of since most bondings didn’t happen until we guardians reached our majority at eighteen. Looking back, I think my mom and dad knew they weren’t returning the night they died, so they tried to prepare me the best they could. One of those was teaching me how to bond with an animal. Sort of like a familiar but more along the lines of a lifelong companion. My mom had burned my channels open early, which allowed the bonding, but it did have a negative effect on me. Since I was so young and had not yet learned what I needed to about bonding to a companion, I hadn’t learned to shield.

      My mom also did what I termed a delayed memory transfer of my family’s entire history as well as everything primordial guardians were taught. The lessons were only released as I mastered each section. I was still learning and gaining knowledge to this day. When I mastered the next lesson, another file would open to continue my education. The problem back then was I hadn’t even begun the training for a bonded partner when I was allowed Sigrid, so those files came later. Too late to stop the process with my other two partners. Although, I wouldn’t change our relationship for the world.

      Grim? You getting anything? I asked my wolf.

      Smell snakes, was the extent of his reply.

      Snakes? Like the slithery kind in the grass? I asked, just to be sure, since we’d had a talk about human snakes in the grass a few times.

      Yes, dangerous. That was my wolf, sweet and to the point.

      The door rang again. It was going to wake up Kia if I wasn’t careful.

      I prepared myself, getting a good grip on my sword, checking to see that my dagger was loose in its sheath on my left leg. Reaching up, I entered the code next to the door and stepped back. Even though, it was two on one. I could take them even in my weakened state. I hoped.

      “Who are you and what do you want?” My voice clipped and harsh.

      The one behind the one facing the door turned at my words. I couldn’t help staring as they were identical. I couldn’t find one thing different about them. Talk about pod people.

      “Hello, the Mother of us all sent us. Are you the guardian?” asked the one in front in a soft, sweet, lilting voice.

      I was stunned. Only the ones who’d been chasing me knew there was a guardian still in the world.

      The one in the back had turned her head in my direction when the door opened, gave me a half smile, and a little wave before going to back to scanning her surroundings.

      All I could do was stand there frozen in shock. It was a good thing neither of them attacked in that moment. What do I do? How can I verify this?

      “Mommy?” I spun around, my heart in my throat. How had she opened the door?

      “Baby, it’s not safe! Close the door,” I urged in my calmest voice; it was then I realized my mistake.

      I spun back to face the two strangers; my sword raised believing I was going to be attacked for my stupidity. They hadn’t moved. I backed up, hoping to reach my daughter, I wasn’t lowering my weapon. Crap, I couldn’t believe I’d turned my back on them.

      “Mommy, Gaia did send them,” Kia said in a happy child’s voice and like she knew them.

      Which only served to confuse me further.

      “How do you know, sweetie?” I’d finally reached the door my daughter was standing in so that it wouldn’t close.

      “You know.” My lips quirked at Kia’s, ‘moms are so dumb voice,’ and her eye roll.

      I thought she wouldn’t have that tone or look for a few more years.

      “Kia, back up. I won’t tell you again. Let me talk to these ladies and then we will see what happens,” I ordered my daughter.

      “But, Mommy…,” her little voice plaintive.

      “No! I want you safe behind the door. Don’t argue. Go!” I said in a harsher voice than I’d ever used on her.

      “Alright,” Kia responded glumly, even as I heard her turning and leaving the doorway.

      The doors closed automatically.

      “We mean you or the child no harm; we are only here to help,” a lower, lyrical voice stated in the mezzo soprano range.

      Well, at least I’d be able to tell them apart with their voices. Although, now that I thought about it, their scents were slightly different. They both had a musty, earthy base scent that wasn’t unpleasant in the least. But the one in front smelled slightly of cloves, while the one in back reminded me of the sugary, tangy scent of raisins for some reason. There was just something fresh and sweet about both, in their scents.

      “The Mother sent us from the fourth layer to assist you in this time of re-joining. Please, may we come in?” The one in front requested.

      “Again, I ask, who are you?” Not responding to her question.

      A flush spread across her pale, creamy, porcelain skin.

      “Please, forgive me.” The woman puts her two hands together in a prayer position in front of her chest and bowed slightly. “My name is Electra, and my sister’s name is Calista. The Mother asked us to come and assist you. We are of the shifter race called naga. Our shifter form is a white albino snake. In our full-shifted form we look similar to your King Cobra; in our half form we have the lower body of a snake, and the upper body of a female. Our hair is made up of poisonous snakes similar to the Black Mamba except ours are all white, although their eyes match ours instead of being a dead, flat black.” She waved her hand down her body. “This is our human form.”

      Gaia? Is this the right thing to do; welcome them into our lives? I sent up a quick prayer as I looked from Electra to Calista, trying to determine if they were a danger to Kia and me.

      A wind blew through the room from the still open doors leading outside, and with it came a low, murmurous voice heard by all three of us based on their surprised expressions.

      A flicker of movement at the door caught my attention. Sigrid flew in, closely followed by the low, hunting prowl of Grim and the quick, silent scamper of George. Two of them taking up positions on either side of the door while Sigrid flew up to the wood rafters along the ceiling.

      Yes, child. I have sent them to you, as you will need each other in the days ahead. There will be others along the way. You will know them by my mark.

      The two nagas slapped their hands over their necks just beneath their right ear with a hiss of pain. It didn’t last long, and there no bigger than a quarter was a beautiful tree of life with all the seasons represented and nestled in her branches were a multitude of snakes peeking out through the leaves.

      Not a second later, I felt a sharp, biting pain in the same location just beneath my ear. My left hand flew to the spot searching for the culprit of the pain. A high-pitched scream of distress in a child’s octave came from in the house. I turned slapping my palm to the rock-faced door then sprinted to Kia, her hand holding tightly to her neck, a trembling lip, and big tear-filled eyes staring at me in wounded question.

      “Mommy, Mommy!” she whimpered as she ran into the arm not holding the sword burying her face in my shirt.

      “Shhh, Kia. The pain should be over now.” It was true; it had hurt for maybe fifteen or twenty-seconds then it was gone.

      A sniffle before she said, “Yes, Mommy. What hurt me?” Kia pulled her head from my shoulder, her big eyes still showing fear and confusion.

      “The Mother gifted us with her mark, baby. It only hurt for a moment, right?” I gave her a smile of encouragement.

      Kia nodded. “What does it look like?” she demanded, suddenly excited.

      “Here let me look.” I glanced behind me to see the sisters standing in the doorway but not coming closer yet.

      I was thankful. It was hard to trust anyone; I knew I would have to change how I felt but I’d been alone for so long. I turned back to Kia and grabbed both her shoulders and gently pushed her a little away from me. Then using my left hand, I pushed the hair behind her ear on the right-hand side. Kia turned her head for me.

      “Oh baby, it’s beautiful,” I told her in awe.

      It was the tree of life again in all her seasonal colors, but this time there were many animals around the base of the tree and in her branches. On top of that, in the very center just as the limbs start to branch out was the all-seeing eye. All the elements were represented in a circular pattern going clockwise around the trunk of the tree. Almost touching but not quite. I explained all of this to my daughter, who seemed excited and happy now.

      “I to want see; pleaseee, Mommy!” Kai begged, her hands clasped in the hand holding position in front of her chest as her shoulders scrunched up with that grin that always got her, her way.

      Mostly, I thought with a smile.

      “Give me a minute and we will go look,” I told her.

      I picked up my sword that I had dropped to look at Kia’s new mark and turned back to face the two women. A small hand grabbed mine, causing me to glance down at my daughter who stood next to me now also looking at the new additions in our life. A happy glint in her eye. I wasn’t sure if this was a good thing or not.
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      The weather was becoming more and more unpredictable. The earthquakes, tornadoes, hurricanes, tsunamis, flooding, and the sudden sinkholes appearing had everyone in the world on edge. Grocery stores had sold out of all non-perishable items over the last several days. The news casters were trying to keep everyone calm, but the doomsayers and crazies were out in force predicting the end of the world.

      The two nagas were interesting, and we’d had a few ups and downs over the last two weeks as we learned about each other. Kia adored Calista, and Calista returned the sentiment with interest. They had been thick as thieves these last two weeks as Kia soaked up everything that Calista had to teach her. Calista had been an educator before everything started going to hell back in their layered dimension these last hundred years. Between the naga’s waning powers, poachers, and other warring shifters; she’s been fighting more than using her skills for a long time now. I could tell she missed instructing youngsters. Still, I wasn’t sure how much I liked it. It had been only Kia and me for so long that I was a little jealous of their budding relationship. I sort of hated that about myself.

      Then there was Electra, a ball of focused, protective energy, who only wanted to do as Gaia commanded. She wouldn’t let me leave the warehouse without her. It was like I’d gained a bodyguard I so didn’t want or need. It was starting to piss me off. I did like her though. She was fun to be around, and we got along well, except in instances like now.

      “No!” I shouted in frustration, then took in a deep, calming breath as I rubbed my temples.

      Electra ignored me while she continued to gather her weapons. Including the new bow and arrow set she’d found in the warehouse’s war chest. That was a euphemism for big ass room full of weapons of all sorts. I was going hunting, and I was trying to get her to go to the stores. We needed meat for the next few weeks. Plus, we needed to stop at the grocery stores and farmer’s markets around town and pick up some fresh veggies, pasta, fruit, and bread. The good news, the late harvests were still coming in, so we needed to grab what we could now. Gaia had made the summer months good ones for those who were smart and made use of it. While my pantries, storerooms, and freezers were full, I didn’t want to use any of it until we absolutely needed to. Plus, we were harvesting the seeds from any and all types of vegetables and fruits we could lay our hands on for the hydroponics gardens. On top of that, the current stores I had put up were going to have to last us for close to a year with some scavenging added in. Especially now, that we had two more mouths to feed.

      My voice took on a wheedling note. “Electra let’s split up and get everything done and be back here before night falls. You know how long it takes to hunt, and we need to also pick up the fresh vegetables and such before the first rush of the day. The farmers will be dropping everything off,” I looked towards the clock. “in thirty minutes, and if one of us isn’t there when the produce is dropped, we won’t get the good stuff,” I growled at her in frustration.

      I really needed some time to myself. The electrical and magical charge that had been building all month had my teeth on edge as well as my temper. I needed to blow off some steam with this hunt. Not have a tag-a-long. Then, before Electra could come up with another plan, Calista spoke up.

      “Kia and I could go to all the farmers’ markets and to the grocery stores. The garage is full of vehicles so that will make getting things easier and faster while you two go and get some of that pent-up energy out of your systems. This sweetheart,” Calista started tickling Kia who squealed in laughter and squirmed to get away, “will go and get the produce with me.”

      Kia’s giggling made her voice breathless when she yelled out, “Yessss, please, Mommy! I want go outside too!”

      The happiness on Calista’s and Kia’s faces as they contemplated getting out of the house had me wavering even as I wanted to grab my daughter and lock her in her room where she would be safe. It was getting crazy out there, and I wasn’t sure Calista could keep Kia from wandering off while she shopped. Something must have shown on my face because I turned to see understanding in Electra’s features. For some reason, that just ticked me off, so I stuck my tongue out at her. I was almost acting my daughter’s age. I rubbed my temples faster.

      “I will go with those two and keep an eye on them and out of trouble. How does that sound, but in return, take your wolf with you as a hunting partner? He wants out of here as much as you do!” I turned to see Grim wagging his tail in excitement, which he never does.

      Resigned at all the hopeful faces, I responded, “Fine, but Sigrid will fly look out for you guys so do not leave him behind. Take George too and let him sniff the fruit. You guys have zero nose for knowing if it is already going bad. Kia can carry him in her backpack. Let’s get moving. I am headed up to the mountains and will be back before night fall. You guys stay safe. Kia come give me some love,” I urged her just before she took off to grab her backpack.

      She ran to me and I kneeled just as she leaped into my arms. Wrapping her own little arms around my neck in a tight hug. “I love you, Mommy!” Kia shouted before placing a wet, sloppy kiss on my cheek. I couldn’t stop the smile or the joy that filled me at her words. Honestly, I wasn’t really trying, but I was going to try for the tough love, be safe speech, anyway.

      I stood up with her in my arms, hugging her to me tightly. She squealed but not in pain, I laughed and then gave her my own kiss. Time for the serious part. It’s the first time she has ever been away from me, and I needed her to understand the importance of staying with her keepers.

      “Kia?” I waited for her to release my neck and lean back to look me in the eye. “You will not run and play around while you guys are out today. It is too dangerous. You have to stay with Electra and Calista. DO NOT stray from them,” I stressed to her. “Remember us talking about the crazies and the bullies?” She nodded. “Also, don’t forget about the other breeds I’ve been teaching you about. More and more have been showing up lately and you need to keep your glamour locked down tight. Do you understand me? I’m serious baby. I need to you be safe for me, okay?”

      I studied her as she nodded solemnly again and said, “Yes, Mommy. I will be like a tiny mouse.” She put her finger to her lips and whispered, “Shhhhh and unseen.” Kia covered her eyes to show me.

      I tried not to laugh but it was so darn cute. The playfulness and joy of the last few weeks had done wonders for Kia. In a lot of ways, I had our two new companions to thank for it. They brought the fun back into my life and into Kia’s. It filled my heart to see her so happy. I lowered her to the floor, and she took off for her backpack. I turned to the nagas.

      “You will protect her with your lives? She is the most important thing in my life,” I stressed to them, looking each one in the face.

      Both bowed to me with their hands clasped in front of their chests in the prayer position. “Yes, she has become precious to us and we will lay our lives down before we let anything happen to her,” Calista promised.

      Electra gave a firm nod.

      “Okay, good. If there are any issues Sigrid or George should be able to reach me in the mountains. Our range is good, so there shouldn’t be any interference. I’ll also have my cell phone.” I searched my brain for anything else I needed to tell them, but nothing came to mind.

      We all turned to see Kia skipping out of her room only stopping long enough, as George ran up to her, to bend down, pick him up, and help him into the backpack. I watched as she ran to the pantry and grabbed some crackers and put them in the bag with George. The greedy gut must have begged her for them.

      Then in a flash, she grabbed Calista’s hand and started dragging her to the doors leading out to the ten-car garage. We’d found the garage in our inspection of the warehouse a few days ago, and we still hadn’t finished exploring. The place was massive. I hadn’t been much interested in cars when I was younger, and my parents had rarely used them. I’d looked through them to see they had been vehicles that a bunch of my uncles, aunts, and cousins had owned. The good news, they had been in stasis as well, so the oil and gas were still good in them. Just before they disappeared into the garage Kia looked back and waved. I blew her a kiss. It took me a moment to stop staring after them as I worked on forcing myself not to run after her.
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      I looked down to see Grim already at my side. Ready to go? I asked him.

      Yes, about time. Stinky place. Grim’s tone was full of disgust.

      I know, but this is where we will stay for the next year at least. The mountains surround us so we will be able to hunt if we need to in the coming months. You know things will change soon, and it will be rough. I hated reminding him that he was stuck here instead of back in the mountains where we met in Romania.

      Since we came to America, we hadn’t been many places where we could really hunt game. If we weren’t driving, we were walking. I had to ditch our last car when we reached Spokane and ran into some of Theodore Hardin’s group. The research I’d managed to do found he’d come over from Europe around five years ago but only moved his base of operation to the West Coast approximately a year ago.

      His organization dealt in every known illegal activity that would earn money. On top of that, he and his parent organization out of Gusev, Germany which was run by one Darrien Versom, a born vampire, unlike Theo who was made, were bringing over breeds by the bucket loads when the barriers between the layered dimensions were at their weakest. These all coincided with the Celtic holidays. Every time, I thought of Darrien Versom rage and fear filled me in equal measure. Six years ago, tonight, my parents had gone after Darrien’s group and were killed, leaving me alone in the world. He and all his minions had been after me ever since. Oh, they bragged there were no more guardians left on Earth just for the prestige and clout it gave them in the criminal world of breeds.

      When we arrived on the West Coast, Kia and I had the unfortunate luck to run into a few of Theo’s goons since at the time I had no idea they’d moved out this way. So, after ditching my last vehicle we’d mostly stuck to the back roads out of Spokane. From there, we walked, following Highway 90 till we reached Coeur d’Alene. I think that was the happiest any of us had been in a while. We hunted and camped out, and nature had recharged Kia and I. The landscape in Oregon and Idaho was beautiful with lots of forest and mountains. Unfortunately, this was the first time I’d left the city since we got here now close to a month ago.

      I scratched behind Grim’s ear and he leaned hard into me. I think he would have purred if he’d been able to, but his back leg did do that scratchy move that canines make when something feels good. Come on; we will take the Jeep. It will be faster than taking the bus or walking to the edge of the city. Hold up, I’m going to grab some trash bags.

      Grim gave me a huff of annoyance. Why? Go now. He was already at the door leading to the garage.

      It will only take a sec. I need it to put the butchered meat in it so we can hide it. I don’t have a permit to hunt, and here in the states, they require it.

      Why? Is food for the taking? Prey. As usual, Grim was blunt and to the point.

      Trying to explain to him human rules was a wasted effort.

      That is the way of things for now. Be patient and let’s go get a deer or elk. That will last us for at least a week.

      Fine, hurry. Go now! I couldn’t blame him for his impatience and frustration.

      It didn’t take much more than thirty minutes to reach a hiking area. I parked in the designated parking, grabbed my backpack and stuffed the trash bags into it. We left the trail not far into the woods, and I found a downed rotting tree that I stepped behind, stripped, and turned into a wolf. Grim came and licked my face in welcome. We both took off searching for signs of an elk or deer. We’d barely gone a quarter mile before we found fresh scat of a single elk. This was surprising unless it was an older bull that was well past his prime. Elk kept to large herds.

      Close, Grim murmured, his body running smoothly around trees and brush.

      Suddenly, he stopped just before we came to a clearing to see a lone bull trying to get at the last of the tall grass. This whole clearing had pretty much been picked clean. It seemed a herd of elk had been here not long ago. It was then that I saw this bull was limping with an old injury. The summer months had been good, so he was still good sized and hadn’t lost too much weight due to the injury.

      Drive the bull to me, Grim ordered.

      There were times, I was pretty sure the wolf thought he was in charge. Although, Sigrid believed this to be true too. Amusement colored my thoughts; I could always change to my dragon from and sit on him if the alpha in him became too annoying. I needed to find him a mate. We had met and bonded when he was a young juvenile wolf, and he was now three almost four years old. Kia and he were close in age. When I bonded to an animal, he or she lived as long as I would, which meant I’d have to bond with the female as well. Most of my kind bonded with birds like Sigrid and that was enough. We’d become flock mates and sometimes they’d find mates, sometimes they wouldn’t. Most of the time, they don’t. At the time of the bonding, a channel was opened in the animal that caused its intelligence to expand. Don’t ask me how, I didn’t know. It was a quirk of the bond.

      I circled around the clearing being careful to stay down wind. When I came to a good point and the elk was not far from me, I sprang going for his hamstring. My two front eye teeth grazed him before he took off in a bounding leap, but almost fell as he came down on his bad leg. The elk righted himself, the scent of fear making my mouth water and stomach grumble. I caught a glimpse of wild panicked eyes. The elk took off at less than half the normal speed elks could reach. I ran back and forth across his path working him to where Grim crouched waiting.

      Grim timed it perfectly and lunged for his throat getting a good grip. Jerking his head this way and that, working to rip it open. The elk reared up, and I went for the hamstring again. This time succeeding in getting a good grip before whipping my head away, tearing out a hunk of muscle and tendon. The crumpling of the leg had the elk falling to the left; the squealing becoming higher pitched before Grim finally managed to finish tearing out his throat. He backed away as I did so we didn’t get kicked or gorged by his antlers in his death throes.

      Let’s get it back to the tree, and I will dress it before we get back on the road. While I’m doing that, you can hunt a little longer for a rabbit or squirrel. Does that work? I asked.

      No, bits in middle, then run, Grim countered.

      Fine, you can have the offal. Move so I can change. Grim huffed then sneezed but moved back as I changed into my gorilla form, grabbed the antlers and dragged the elk back to the backpack.

      Gorillas were so strong that it made it easy to move the seven-hundred-pound elk. The meat would actually last us for quite a while. This was good. I hadn’t expected to get such a large bull. Returning to the downed tree, I gutted the elk and left the middle bits for Grim to chow down on. He was a happy camper. While it took me another three hours to skin it, cut it up, and then pack it into the trash bags to carry back to the Jeep, Grim took off to roam the forest. I loved the contentment he was sending me down our link. It was a good trip. Just as we were pulling out a screech in my head had me slamming on the brakes.

      She’s gone! She’s gone! Sigrid squawked through our bond.

      What? Who’s gone? I demanded, my hearted stuttered to a stop before it started pounding in my ears, my breath non-existent.

      Kia! Kia! They took her! The bird screamed; I couldn’t move as horror threatened to drown me, and my insides warped in pain.

      The sound of twisted leather and creak of the steering wheel brought me out of the frozen moment. No, no, no. This can’t be happening. Light and sound faded to nothing but white noise.

      Pain exploded in my arm. A wrenching sensation had me back in the here and now. My eyes went to the sluggishly bleeding puncture wounds on my arm then to Grim who bared his teeth at me.

      Go! Grim growled.

      I shook my head, still in denial.

      Where are you? I stuttered out, fear a growing, ugly thing.

      Following Kia. Bad men shot the snakes. George is still with Kia in her backpack. They put Kia in the box on wheels along with the snakes. Hurry! The distress in his tone made it that much harder for me.

      How could this have happened?

      Where? Who? How?  I yelled, adrenaline suddenly flooding my system.

      I pushed the gas pedal to the floorboard and the Jeep’s tires spun for a moment before jumping onto the road. Later, I would realize how lucky I’d been just then as I never looked for other vehicles. How there were no cops around I would never know? I reached a hundred and ten miles per hour as I sped back to Coeur d’Alene.

      We were returning home. Kia begged for that cold melty stuff. Disgust in his mind voice, Sigrid hated ice cream, mainly because Kia would stroke his feathers with sticky fingers. Suddenly, there were many cars and men surrounding them, when they came out of the red and white building. Chagrin and remorse entered Sigrid’s tone. A window rolled down, there was a flash before I could warn the snakes. Both were shot with something and fell into the bad men’s arms then they were placed in the box on wheels. They covered Kia’s mouth so she couldn’t give danger warning to other people then she was put in the same box on wheels with snakes. Sigrid’s term for van was box on wheels.

      I reached the first gas station and pulled over with a screech of tires. Show me, I barked.

      A wrenching sensation in my mind, like being pulled through a dark, twisty tunnel, before you reached the light at the other end. Then I was looking out of Sigrid’s eye. His head was cocked slightly so he could focus on the van. It was speeding down the road with four other vehicles closed in around it. It was then I noticed its route, and it was headed straight for me. This road led back to Spokane or up to the mountains where there were several large lodges in the area.

      Patience, Sadie. Patience. A mantra I used to stay in control.

      The creak of the steering wheel was the only sound in the car, other than the low, menacing growl from Grim. I was grateful we were all linked in that moment. I couldn’t have explained it to Grim without exploding into a million, billion pieces. My beautiful, vibrant heart was in danger and I was scared out of my ever lovin’ mind.

      Who were these people that took my daughter and why? Were they after Kia to get to me, the nagas, or were they after just Kia?

      George? Can you hear me? Snap. I stared down at the crack in the steering wheel.

      I’m here. Pup scared. Come now. You fix! For a rat, he had a deep, mind voice.

      He had never considered himself small or weak. Like the other two, George believed he was in charge and the three of them constantly bickered about it. They made a lonely life fun and less lonely.

      I’m coming. Can you tell me anything about the ones who took her? I asked, trying to figure out who and why.

      Two blood drinkers, an imp, and an orc in the big box with pup and me.

      Sigrid? What about the others following the Van? Do you know what type of creature are in each vehicle? I asked to gain a bigger picture of the kidnappers.

      Yes, there is an angel and demon following in a dark car. Two shifters are also following in a dark car. A boggart and dark elf in another car leading. Then, another two shifters lagging even further behind, Sigrid responded.

      Crap; that was way more than I could fight.
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      The word, why, kept beating around in my head. Fear an insidious emotion that constantly tried to break me down into a puddle of goo. Seeing through the crow’s eyes was headache inducing. They had extended binocular eyesight, much broader than humans, which allowed them to have an extremely wide field of vision. Though crows used only one eye at a time because its monocular vision was more powerful. It always took me a bit to adapt when I shared Sigrid’s senses.

      Shit! I groaned in frustration. They turned towards the mountains away from me. There were some large lodges up that way, some close to the national forest and more up in the mountains near the ski resorts. Why were they going in that direction? I hadn’t been out and about to attract the other Breeds or Kindred, so why? My heart clenched. The only one that knew I was even on this side of the country was Theo Hardin and his group who worked for the Darrien Versom Organization. Oh Gaia, please, no. Don’t let this happen again.

      My mind drifted back to that harrowing nightmare. Ren, my mother’s bonded hawk, had escaped to warn Sigrid, my newly bonded crow, and me to run, and that my parents were no more. Even today, my throat constricted at the memory and pain of losing them. There were tiny missing pieces of my heart they’d held and taken with them. It was still bleeding after all these years. I knew it would never heal.

      Now, fear threatened to choke me to death as I put the Jeep in drive and sped off after them. The terror of a fourteen-year-old left alone in the world and wondering if something so precious to me would be snatched away once more. I worked to put those memories and emotions under lock and key. Kia needed all of me focused. Coincidence? I was pretty sure not. The afternoon light flickered through the trees over the windshield causing spots to appear and disappear. I’d had to let go of my link with Sigrid to focus on the road. I put the pedal to the metal and got back up to one hundred and ten. It wouldn’t last long because the roads were becoming windy quickly, but I was at least five miles away from them and I needed to make up the mileage.

      Sigrid? Any changes? The steering wheel I’d broken, now made clicking and rattling sounds as I sped down the road.

      A sharp turn had me slamming on the brakes so I wouldn’t flip the Jeep.

      No, the box on wheels is still on the same road, Sigrid responded. Sadie, there is something wrong. The air doesn’t feel right. The urge to fly faster is strong. There was clear distress coming from Sigrid over our bond.

      It was making me edgy and restless. Looking at Grim, it was affecting him as well.

      What do you mean? Is it Kia? Are you having a hard time breathing? What? There was frustration in my voice, but I couldn’t help it.

      I desperately needed to see their head lights and get Kia back. While the bonding upped my bonded partner’s intelligence, it didn’t mean they understood the higher cognitive thought processes on the same level as a human being. Although, Sigrid did well. My bond partners were still wild animals with all the instincts that entailed. It took time, effort, and patience for good, productive communication to be established, and it was always an ongoing learning experience for both parties.

      I don’t know, something! I have this incredible urge to fly away and towards the sun as fast as possible. Sadie, something very, very bad is headed this way! I could tell Sigrid was frustrated with me for not understanding and for being unable to convey what the danger could be.

      Thrusting my head forward, I looked upward to see flocks and flocks of all types of birds flying the same direction I was going, east. There were flickers of movement in the forests. Scanning either side of the highway, I caught glimpses of deer and other animals racing through the forest. What the flip?

      Stay with Kia! Don’t lose her. I am coming towards you as fast as I can, I ordered Sigrid.

      He gave me an affirmative, but his instincts were pulling hard at him.

      Grim sitting in the passenger seat got even more agitated. He got up and turned in the seat looking back to the west and he couldn’t get still. There was constant jumping back and forth between the backseat and the front. It was starting to drive me nuts.

      Grim? Get still, you’re distracting me.

      Go, must go faster. Danger! Danger! Grim was scratching at the seats and was jumping back and forth from the floorboard to the seats and back again repeatedly.

      At least, this time he stayed in the back.

      George? Stay hidden. Do not be found, I commanded.

      Although now that the thought had occurred to me… why had the shifters and other Kindred not caught George’s scent? He was a rodent and they had a very distinctive musty smell.

      No, problem. Kia tell them, I’m pet, but Sadie must get away. Danger. Come now! George was as upset as the others.

      What the farging hell? The vehicle shook violently, raised up, and then back down with a hard thump. The wheels skidded to the right, and I worked to compensate.

      Crack! Boom!

      A chill ran down my spine.

      Time slowed.

      My head turned.

      I stomped on the brake.

      Grim! Down on the floor and stay! I screamed as the Jeep fishtailed towards the downed tree suddenly across the road. I worked the wheel trying to lessen the impact.

      Pain exploded as my head whipped back, to the side, then forward as the Jeep hit the tree on the passenger side back third crushing it inward. The crunch of metal so loud it was deafening. Shattered glass pelted the back of my head and neck through the head-rest hole before everything stopped. It was like all my senses shut down. Then, there was a whoosh feeling, and everything suddenly sped back up, my senses sharper. A haze of white powder hung heavy in the air from the deployed air bags on the passenger side.

      The world began to calm around me. The tinkling of glass still settling. The groan of metal as the vehicle stopped rocking. A moan from Grim. Heavy, scared breathing. The tightness of the seatbelt across my chest had me fumbling for the release button. I could already feel the ache in my chest from the force of being thrown back and forth against it.

      Grim? You okay? I could still feel him via our link, so he was alive.

      Grim made a whining noise of pain, but he didn’t answer right away. The belt finally gave after I pushed and tugged numerous times. My entire body felt beat to hell; although, I could tell nothing major was damaged.

      The sound of tires screeching had my head snapping to the left, making me groan in pain. A big SUV was coming right for me; its back end swayed back and forth across the road as the driver worked to gain control. It was then I realized I was on the back end of a curve. Shit! I braced; my eyes closed involuntarily. A loud squeal of protesting brakes had my eyes snapping back open. The vehicle’s front bumper stopped mere inches from my door. Tension drained from my shoulders at the near miss. Suddenly, my head weighed a thousand pounds; it dropped to the broken steering wheel. My speeding heart threatening to climb my throat and choke me. The only sound, my ragged breathing and the soft pain filled whine of Grim.

      That’s when the second earthquake hit. The road buckled in places, my truck rose in the air again, a sense of weightlessness occurred before it slammed back down hard. The crack of breaking wood echoed like a loud boom of thunder. My head slammed into the broken steering wheel. A moan of pain escaped, followed by a loud high-pitched screech of agony as the skin of my forehead was being pinched with locking pliers and someone was turning the end of it tighter and tighter. I couldn’t prevent the rearing back to get away from what had hurt me. My skin parted and blood flowed swiftly down into my right eye. Metal squealed as my door was ripped from its hinges. A big body replaced the door; a head appeared mere seconds later as glowing, golden-brown eyes looked onto mine with concern. Those eyes pierced something in me, sunk its hooks in deep and told me it would never release me.

      Confusion bloomed at the weird sensation. Damn! I must have hit my head harder than I thought.

      “Are you okay? We need to get you out of here. Mt. Saint Helen is erupting, and the entire northeast and northwest are being hit by earthquakes,” the stranger urged me to respond.

      It took me a moment to gather my scattered wits at his crooning, husky, drawling voice that caressed my senses like silk flowing over my skin. No. Just no. Nothing was more important than Kia. I shook head my head to dispel any thoughts that wasn’t solely focused on getting to Kia. Another groan escaped at that stupidity. Pain flared in my head and neck. All I could do was sit there for a brief moment taking deep, slow breaths until it subsided.

      Finally, I was able to get out, “My daughter. Must. Find. My daughter,” I croaked out disjointedly as if I hadn’t spoken in days.

      “Kragen? Check the back seat for a child,” the stranger immediately ordered his companion.

      Another crunching, cracking, high pitched sound of metal tearing as the back door was torn away as well.

      “There’s nothing back here but a giant wolf trapped between the back seats and the front. He doesn’t look injured. No sign of a car seat,” reported, a firm, dark, richly sinful voice that reminded me of perfectly aged whiskey as it slides down my throat to warm me from the inside out. “I can get the wolf out, but I will need to tie his muzzle, so he won’t bite. I don’t even smell a child,” the second stranger asserted.

      Like the other, a hook was tossed my way and I was a fish wiggling on the other end. I didn’t understand. Then, their words finally reached my brain. Smell? Grim stuck? Kia?

      My voice still rough, I tried to explain at the same time I told Grim to be calm via our bond. His low, menacing growls only interrupted by faint whimpers of pain.

      Grim? They only want to help. Please don’t attack. Are you okay? I pleaded for him to answer me even as I responded to the two strangers’ words.

      “No! Daughter. Taken. Must. Find. Grim. Not. Hurt. You.” My sentences were discontinuous and disconnected, maybe I was hurt more than I thought.
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      “What do you mean your daughter was taken?  I think she’s in shock, she’s not making any sense.” It was the guy standing in my doorway.

      I raised my index finger, asking him to wait one. Grabbing the bottom of my shirt, I wiped it across my eye and forehead to stop the irritating blood from congealing and blinding me.

      “Stop.” The stranger clamped a big hand around both of my wrists and forced them down.

      I didn’t struggle, this puzzled me. The guy’s head turned away from me.

      “Kragen grab the first aid kit out of the back of the truck. Also, put the hazard lights on. I think I have some of those cones as well. See about laying them out before the curve, before we’re all smashed to bits.” This stranger had a commanding presence.

      “Right.” The voice faded a little as he walked away. “Is she alright? Do we need to get some help out here?” There was an undertone to Kragen’s voice I didn’t understand.

      It was like he was asking more than what he actually asked.

      “No, she’s fine other than bumps and bruises. The blood you’re smelling is a cut on her forehead that I want to bandage. When the lady rubbed at her face, she tore the skin some more causing fresh blood to flow again. Then we need to get her, the wolf, and the vehicle out of the middle of the road. In our spare time, we need to move the tree,” the stranger chuckled.

      The understanding of their words was there for me to decipher, but it was like I wasn’t making the right connections. I wasn’t sensing any bad vibes from either of these two men, so I sat there in silence while I waited. I never wait.

      The healing process had already kicked in, but it was working on my neck. My healing abilities always went to the worst place first. A crawling sensation shivered down my spine as glass worked its way out of my neck and the back of my head.

      More blood dripped into my eye. I grabbed for the bottom of my shirt once more only to realize my hands were still being held by the stranger next to me. The name Kia, Kia blazed through my mind in neon letters, shaking me from my mental stupor.

      Sigrid? Everything alright? I’ve been delayed. The car ran into a tree. I should be back on the road soon. I needed information on my daughter.

      Nothing. Sigrid? Sigrid? Can you hear me? Please answer. I shouted mentally.

      The two strangers’ conversation intruded for a moment.

      “Here’s the kit. I’ll go put the cones out and move our truck to the side. We need to get her and the wolf out sooner rather than later, just in case. I’m actually surprised there haven’t been other cars already, Jareth,” Kragen spoke, puzzlement clear in his tone.

      The sound of a kit opening, and rustling noises told me the now named stranger next to me, Jareth, was opening a bandage for my head. I turned my attention back to trying to get Sigrid or George to answer me.

      George? Are you and Kia okay? I called out.

      Jareth’s warm, calloused finger gently turned my head towards him; I was pretty sure to check for any discomfort on my part. Our eyes connected again, and that same sensation of fate caressing our souls, tempting us to look beyond this moment.

      I dropped my eyes. Guilt rose up like a noose around my neck. Why was I even thinking about anything other than Kia? Getting to her. Punishing the assholes that took her. Hell, about our world ending or the death and destruction soon to follow. So, so much happening. I didn’t understand this, whatever this was. Moisture gathered at the corner of my eyes. I closed them trying to prevent the spill over.

      “You okay?” The one called Jareth asked in a compassionate tone.

      All I could do was nod my head, except the firm hand on my chin prevented it.

      “Yes,” I whispered refusing to open my eyes.

      Still, nothing from George. Nothing from Sigrid. Oh, Goddess! I moaned. Horrid, nightmarish impressions flashed across my mind at their lack of response. Please, Gaia, I beg you. Please keep my daughter safe! I threw out into the universe, hoping and praying with everything in me.

      A pinching pain where the cut was at quickly faded, followed by the smell of a medicinal wound treating agent being applied. I felt the sticky backing of the butterfly bandage soon after, as Jareth smoothed it out with his finger. Another tearing sound, and the scent of antiseptic wipes. I almost jerked away at the cold wetness of the wipe as it started tracking the same path as the blood had taken, gently cleaning my forehead and blood coated eye.

      A howl of distress behind me recaptured my trampled attention. Dread gathered in the pit of my stomach. A sense of urgency overcame all else. We had to move. I pushed Jareth hard, startling a yelp out of him as his arms wind milled before he lost his balance. Since, he was bent just enough forward to treat my head wound, his body hadn’t been braced for such a sudden action. Scrambling out of the car, I stared west. A billowing darkness raced across the sky. It was unlike anything I’d ever seen, chilling me to the bone.

      “Come on!” I yelled, grabbing Jareth by the arm, attempting to lift him. He gave me wide eyes, before turning, forcing my hand to drop, and regaining his feet. I could see the other stranger, Kragen, putting the cones out at the height of the curve.

      A giant BOOM of thunder had me jumping, the same with the other two. A jagged bolt of lightning brightened an already dimming world. The clouds were now a wrathful, hateful thing boiling into and around each other as they raced in our direction. I turned to my wolf who was still stuck under the seat. I grabbed the seat attempting to wrench it loose, but it wasn’t moving. It was cockeyed. I needed another, stronger form, but these were humans. I couldn’t let them see me change. Frustration grew.

      A deep breath was drawn inward. “Why didn’t you tell me your neck and head were injured too,” Jareth snapped but more in annoyance at himself. “I should have smelled the other blood,” was a barely heard mumble.

      All I cared about was getting Grim out immediately then getting to Kia.

      “Kragen.” There was a pause, another indrawn breath. “Get your ass over here, we have to move.” Another slight pause. “Look up!” Jareth’s voice was loud and clear as if he was answering an unspoken question.

      I’d squatted down to see how Grim was penned when I heard running foot beats on pavement. An arm went around my shoulders, and an undignified squawk escaped me when another arm slid between my butt and calves dead lifting me and getting me out of the way.

      “No! I have to get Grim out!” I shouted and started struggling.

      “Shhh. Kragen will get him out. We have to go, and I need to get you buckled in the back of the SUV.” Jareth words were meant to be soothing but Grim was mine.

      Mine to protect. Unfortunately, he-man was big and strong, and he suited actions to words, placing my still struggling form in the back seat.

      “I need my backpack, too. Let me out!” It was no use, before I knew it the buckle was on.

      I reached to undo it, when a big hand clamped over the one trying to get the buckle undone.

      “Stop. We will get your things and your wolf. Please just stay here. You’re injured and will just be in our way,” Jareth’s words were gruff and blunt, yet he still kept his voice calm and soothing.

      “Fine.” I pouted.

      I wasn’t being very gracious or thankful. I needed to do better. These two strangers were helping me. Saving my wolf.

      Another screech of metal, something I’d heard way too many times today had me looking around Jareth’s big shoulders. My brows wrinkled in puzzlement, Kragen was pushing the protesting seats further back into the vehicle. It was then I finally started to put all the little pieces I’d seen and heard together. Fear sizzled along my nerve endings. Fuck! Shit! Damn! How could I have been so stupid? The Mother gave you fucking senses to use, and you act like a damn human. What if they are the ones that helped take Kia? Fuck! Shit! Damn! I berated myself.

      Freezing when Jareth took a deep inhale, he pulled back and looked at me, his eyes full of understanding. “Ma’am we won’t hurt you. We just need to get you and us somewhere safer. I swear,” Again with the gentle voice, but it had my gaze returning to his.

      My eyes scanning his face for deceit. I think he was trying for nonthreatening in his expression too, but he didn’t have the look for it. It was a strong, ruggedly handsome visage, showcased by a well-maintained black beard that covered the lower half of a firm jawline, while from his nape to just above his temple, his black hair was buzzed, with the top being only slightly longer. Realizing for the first time, I hadn’t really looked at Jareth, I now focused all my attention on him. Barely catching his next uttered words.

      “The world is going to be topsy turvy for a while. That’s for damn sure,” He continued to try for harmless, and I so wasn’t buying it.

      It was a well-proportioned countenance with a straight nose over full lips and just above those kissable lips was a close-trimmed mustache. Framing those cognac colored eyes were long, lush, black lashes, and sitting above those were slightly arched, thick black eyebrows. He was big all over. I would guess height wise he topped six foot six or seven and was half as wide. A thickly muscled chest was displayed by the tight black t-shirt he wore, while thighs as big as my waist were encased in jeans that showed every muscle definition. Skin a dark, golden brown said he was outdoors a lot. The overall impression was big, tough, and rough.

      “I’m not cut out for this shit, calming human ladies down. Why isn’t she answering, and why fuck is she staring at me like that?” Jareth had let go of my hand to rub his head vigorously, a brief flash of frustration swept across his face, before it went back to what… softer? “Where is that smooth talker Kragen when I need him.”

      There was soft male laughter that faded on the wind, swiftly coming from behind Jareth. I’d caught his almost sotto voce words, and I was equally sure he didn’t think I could hear him. Jareth shot a look over his shoulder, before returning his eyes to me and his hand laid gently on my leg.

      “Lady, I swear we will help you and get you to safety,”

      That expression was not one he used on a regular basis that’s for damn sure, but I was caught in the trap of his eyes for the third time. Something instinctive rose up within me acknowledging something I wasn’t ready to face. Jareth’s eyes reflected this same knowledge and was shocked. He stepped back, and another body replaced his cutting off the bewildered expression I saw. Grim was thrust across my lap, whimpering in distress but not fighting Kragen.

      Kragen stepped back as another crack of thunder accompanied the slamming of my door. Closely followed by a bright flash of light. “Let’s go!” were his shouted words since the wind had picked up significantly. “What’s the matter with you? Get in the damn truck.” That sinful voice now deeper with vexation and unease.

      I wiggled on that damn hook again at the sound of Kragen’s voice. Goddess? What was wrong with me? Why the hell was I being distracted with stupid, pretty eyes, and damn it all to hell, sexy voices? It made no freaking sense with everything else happening.

      “We need to grab the kit and her stuff. Let’s go!” I heard the shouted words by Jareth, followed by expletives from Kragen, then running footsteps.

      “What the hell is all this? Where did she get bags and bags of… is that elk meat?” Jareth shouted to Kragen over the now howling wind.

      “Who cares! Let’s just grab it and go!” Kragen responded forcibly.

      A noise of several something’s being thrown into the back, then retreating footsteps followed by the shaking of the truck as more items were thrown in. I knew it was the elk meat by the smell. I wanted to scream at the delay, but I was also realistic enough to know we would need this meat soon. Kia, baby, stay safe for mommy, please! I’m coming! I promise, baby!

      Sigrid? George? Answer me damn it!

      Finally, the click of the hatch closing registered for a brief moment. Then as if by magic, Kragen appeared in the passenger seat buckling in. I didn’t even see or hear the door close. While Jareth smoothly slide into the driver’s side. Within another two heartbeats, the truck was moving along the tall grass and around the tree before it was back on the pavement heading in our original direction.

      Grim shifted and gave a soft whine. When Kragen had placed him in the vehicle, he’d put him in butt first, so his head lay in my lap. Slowly, I ran my hands over him trying to figure out where he was hurt since he hadn’t spoken to me.

      “I have to find and rescue my daughter.” My words dropped into the tense, focused silence like a buzzer going off at the end of a basketball game.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            11

          

          

      

    

    







            October 30, 2026

          

        

      

    

    
      At my words, the passenger seat creaked, and I looked up to see hard, espresso colored eyes that reeled me in even as I fought to stay free. What the hell was happening? The hardness gradually changed to something akin to sheer, ebullient, unreasoning joy. Cocking my head, I stared back trying to figure out the strange expressions, my unreasoning thoughts, and the weird feelings coursing through me. He must have noticed something on my face. Those eyes bled back to look more thoughtful before he broke eye contact to look at his partner. Jareth returned his stare, nodded, and returned his attention back to the road while Kragen looked back at me.

      “Your daughter? Someone took her?” Kragen’s tone was questioning.

      A soft yelp escaped Grim, I looked down to see I’d grabbed onto his fur and was squeezing. Instantly, I released him. “Grim, I’m so sorry,” I murmured into the wolf’s ears.

      I used the time to gather my thoughts. I really wasn’t getting any evil vibes from them. I needed help, and they already showed a penchant for helping damsels in distress. Unfortunately for me, they were Kindred, which was a mark against them in my book. Yet, they couldn’t know what I was as I was keeping my true aura hidden. They couldn’t guess I was a guardian. Right? Gaia? What do I do? Should I trust them? I begged for an answer; I was almost sure wouldn’t be returned.

      I leaned my head back and closed my eyes, indecision a heavy weight pressing in on me from all sides, only to hiss in pain as a piece of glass dug further into my scalp. This one must be in deep not to have worked its way out yet. Opening my eyes, a startled yip left my lips as a large body somehow gracefully maneuvered its way over the console to alight next to me even as Kragen carefully lifted Grim’s hind end into his lap.

      Kragen gave a low chuckle that did something to my insides that I wanted to stop immediately. This should not be happening!

      “What,” I snapped, using anger to cover the hot mess I was becoming much to my disgust.

      “Nothing, you just looked startled and it was cute,” Kragen replied blandly.

      Cute? What did he mean by that? In a panic, I looked down at my body just to make sure my glamour hadn’t broken.

      I sagged for a second in relief. I should still be mostly average looking, forgettable.

      Fingers slide through my hair, shocking me out of my thoughts. “What are you doing?” I squeaked.

      “Looking for the glass,” he replied absently.

      How did he know it was glass? Before I could say anything like ‘get your damn hands off me,’ Jareth redirected my attention.

      “You said your daughter has been taken? Explain. Please.” The please was tacked on almost as an afterthought.

      My eyes narrowed on the back of Jareth’s head as I was fairly certain he was used to giving orders and people jumping to obey, and he only used the ‘please,’ to hide the order he had originally intended for me. Jareth’s eyes lifted to look at me in the mirror, and they were full of questions. I nibbled on my lip; my thoughts racing, trying to decide if I should trust them. This was my daughter’s life I was talking about.

      Returning my eyes to the mirror, I answered enough. How they reacted would, should tell me a lot. I told them the events of the day. About how my daughter went with Calista and Electra and why. That I’d gone hunting and why. That my two friends had been shot with some type of sleeping agent, and how all of them had been kidnapped. That I’d been on my way to rescue them when the accident happened. They’d interjected with a question or two but mostly listened. I was glad they hadn’t asked about how I’d found out, since I did leave out about my bonded companions. The need to tell all for my daughters’ sake warred with my inability to trust fully.

      Somewhere along the telling, there was a stinging sensation on the back of my head, and I felt the glass slid out of my scalp. I relaxed further; I hadn’t realized the glass had been bothering me that much until it was gone.

      Pausing, I turned to look into Kragen’s dark espresso eyes, I gave him a half smile and a warm, “thank you.”

      Kragen gently smoothed the hair back from my face even as his finger ran lightly above the butterfly bandage before his eyes returned to mine. The corners of his eyes crinkling upward as Kragen returned my smile. “You’re welcome. Please, continue.”

      Why was he touching me like that? I wanted to scoot away, put some distance between us, but he dropped his hand even as his lips quirked up briefly. Shaking my head to get it back on straight, I continued the story on automatic as I studied the man beside me.

      Stunning didn’t even begin to describe this dark god. If Jareth was ruggedly handsome, then Kragen was sharp, elegant angles. A dark five o’clock shadow covered a chiseled jawline. High carved cheek bones, straight aquiline nose, sharp predatory eyes, defined lips, arched, black eyebrows, long, thick black lashes, and unruly, shiny, jet black short hair painted a picture of perfection. The only detracting thing was a small scar just above his eyebrow. To me it only made him more devastating to look at since it was also topped by a long, lean body, with a scrumptiously defined musculature. He was not as broad as Jareth, but he was just as tall.

      It was all I could do to tear my eyes from his as I talked. I told them of my suspicions about Theo’s group and all the illegal stuff he was into. The interest they showed in me when we passed through Spokane, but quickly glossed over why they would be interested in me.

      Pausing as Grim was stirring restlessly, I hadn’t realized that he’d been so quiet the last few minutes. I stopped talking to focus on my bond partner.

      Grim? Can you hear me? Please. Tell me where it hurts. I stroked his back, then came to his front legs and gently ran my hands down them.

      So far, I wasn’t finding anything. I ran my hands over his head until my fingers found a small lump just beneath his left ear. Plus, he yipped in pain when my fingers had touched it.

      When the seats had been pushed forward, I bet part of the underside clipped his head.

      Head hurt, his mental voice whimpered.

      I know, just lay still and I will get some ice for it as soon as I can. I can’t reach Sigrid or George. They aren’t answering. Can you help me? I’m sorry to ask, buddy, but can you please keep trying to contact them? We need to know where Kia is so we can get her back. I think these two will help us. I explained as quickly as possible.

      Yes, find Kia and others, Grim replied then closed his eyes that had been staring up into mine.

      In the back of my mind, I listened as Grim began trying to contact our two missing bond partners whom he loved almost as much as he did Kia and me. Despite their constant nagging at each other.

      My attention returned to the two patiently waiting strangers. The dark gaze of Kragen, and the quick glances of Jareth in the mirror.

      Jareth’s velvety, husky voice made the hairs rise on my arms and not in the scary way either. “Is your wolf alright? Can we do anything?”

      “What?” It took me a moment to comprehend his words. “No, it looks like Grim’s head was hit. He has a small lump just below his ear on the left-hand side. When we can, maybe we can get some ice for it?” I replied, a question in my voice.

      An arm reached over the seats pulling a box over to sit beside Kragen where he opened it and took out an ice pack. Squeezing it a few times, he handed it to me. I remembered the sound of several somethings being put in the back of the vehicle. The first aid kit had to be one of them, since it was here now and not still sitting by my Jeep.

      I took the pack. Grim? I’m going to lay something cold on your head. It will hurt for a moment but should help with reducing the pain. Okay? I couldn’t recall Grim ever being injured, so hopefully, he would understand this would only help him.

      Grim opened his eyes and they gazed up towards me. Then, he eyed what I had in my hand before closing his eyes again. Okay, he replied sounding more tired than nervous or unsure.

      I carefully laid the ice pack against his head, making sure not to touch the pack to his sensitive ears.

      “Now, before we get into the rest of what’s happening with your daughter. Can you tell us your name? Mine is Kragen Kerpov, and my broody friend and partner is Jareth Valonia.”

      I knew that from hearing them speak with each other, so I saw no reason not to tell them mine.

      “Sadie, it’s Sadie Ember and my daughter is Kia Ember,” I replied, still trying wrap my head around all that had happened.

      “And where is your husband?” Kragen asked.

      I gave him a look, trying to figure out why he was asking. Then, it occurred to me since I had a daughter, they must think there is a father in the picture too.

      “No, no husband. It’s just Kia and me.” I thought for a moment, then added. “Well there is also Grim.” I pointed down to the wolf resting on my lap. “George and Sigrid whom I had following Kia, but I’ve lost contact with them for the moment.”

      I patted the cell phone in my pocket, to hopefully stop the questions I knew were on their lips.

      Grim was still trying to get those two to answer, every few minutes. Then, I hurriedly tacked on to distract them some more from asking who George and Sigrid were, since I hadn’t meant to mention them. I mentally crossed my fingers this would work.

      “Oh, and as I mentioned earlier there is also Calista and Electra who have been with us for a few weeks and will need to be rescued as well. They were the ones I told you were shot and taken with Kia?” I felt bad; this was the first time they’d even really hit my radar.

      I’d been so focused on Kia, other than to say they were shot that until now I hadn’t counted them in my rescue plans.

      “Do you think these two ladies helped the kidnappers?” Jareth questioned.

      I looked up to see his eyes fixed on my face in the rearview mirror. Mentally sighing in relief, the distraction worked. I responded.

      “No, they came highly recommend by someone I trust implicitly,” I negated.

      Sadie! Sigrid cried out in my head.

      Finally!!

      Sigrid? What happened? I haven’t been able to reach you! It felt like a lifetime had passed.

      I don’t know, somehow, we lost the connection. I’m so glad I found you. George said the fledgling is really scared. I don’t like this. The box on wheels turned at the brown sign with big trees and with a wolf on it. They are still driving.” My poor crow was very stressed.

      It wouldn’t surprise me if this throws him into molting. My heart ached at the thought of Kia terrified.

      Okay, keep me posted. We are headed back in your direction now. Hopefully, we can catch up soon, I told my bonded crow.

      Hurry! The bad stuff is still coming. We must all find a safe place, soon. Sigrid sounded even more scared and agitated.

      I think if it wasn’t for his bond with me, he would be long gone. I turned my head to look out the side window and looked up. There were hundreds of birds flying east as fast as their little hearts could. Craning my neck towards the back, I winced at the pain that caused but still looked. As far as I could see, which granted wasn’t far with the tall trees surrounding us there was zero light behind us. Just the dark, menacing clouds with their streaks of lightning giving off the only light. Cracks and booms followed close on our heels. The ground while it wasn’t as turbulent was still occasionally shaking the earth with aftershock tremors.

      I took out my phone and pretended to look at a text.

      “Look for a sign that says Forest Wolf Lodge. Sigrid just contacted me saying the kidnappers were headed in that direction.”

      Jareth’s eyebrow raised. Puzzlement clear in his eyes. Time to finish the rest of the disaster the day had been and continue distracting them.

      “Also, according to Sigrid before I lost contact earlier, there are a total of eight that grabbed the nagas and Kia. Plus, we don’t know how many will be wherever it is they are taking my daughter.” I interrupted.

      “Wait. Nagas? What nagas?” Kragen snapped his question at me.

      Shit fire and hold the toilet paper. Did I have a brain? I tried to save it. “Nagas? No, I said Calista and Electra.” I turned my head a bit and gave him a small clueless smile.

      I hoped.

      “No.” Jareth dragged out in that drawling voice of his while rolling his eyes at my blatant lie. “You said, nagas.” I caught the two of them staring at each other in the rear-view mirror, my heart sinking.

      Jareth’s eyes left Kragen to capture mine, but not before he glanced at the road. Thank goodness. One accident was enough for one day.

      “Why don’t you tell us the full truth, instead of this half-assed one you’ve been tap dancing around? While you’re at it, you could tell us what you are?” Jareth’s voice had hardened, which I was pretty sure he meant business.

      “What I am? I’m human. What else is there?” Yeah, I knew I’d screwed up.

      I mean, I was even more careless when I told them I’d spoken with Sigrid. My cell phone hadn’t even buzzed or rang reminding me of my ineptitude.

      “Sadie,” Jareth voice was full of warning.

      Mother? Please! Can I trust them? Kia needs me, please mother. I begged once more.

      A spot of color caught my attention in the open space from the headrest. There on Jareth’s neck just beneath his ear was the tree of life with a wolf crouched to spring from its hidden spot in the foliage that surrounded the tree. Its golden eyes flaring with anticipation.

      My answer, Gaia’s mark. The breath left me in a great sighing whoosh. Thank you, Mother! A feeling of love surrounded me for a moment before it was gone.

      I couldn’t help looking between the two, even before I saw the mark on Jareth’s neck, I’d trusted them for some reason beyond my comprehension. Maybe, they really would help me get my daughter back.

      My hand was lifted, and a zing shot through me, shaking me out of my thoughts. I looked down to see my small hand cradled in Kragen’s larger one. I looked up to see his warm, espresso eyes staring at our hands in wonder. I started to pull my tingling appendage away, but his grip tightened.
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      “Sadie. You can trust us.” His expression and voice said trust me, trust us. “We won’t hurt you, and we won’t allow anyone to harm you either.” Kragen looked at the mirror to see a firm nod from Jareth. “We will also help you rescue your daughter and the nagas on our word of honor.” Kragen gave me a chiding smile for trying to lie to them. “Which by the way, I thought were practically extinct. Last we heard, there are only a handful left. How did you meet them?” His tone quizzical and truly interested.

      He squeezed my hand and gave it a little shake when I didn’t answer right away. I’d been staring at his lips as he spoke. Shaking my head, sickened at myself, I slowly pulled my hand from his warm electrical one. This time he let me go, although reluctantly. I pulled Grim closer to me like a living teddy bear. Grim’s eyes opened and stared up at me, his body tensing I’m sure in discomfort. I quickly released him and nabbed the ice pack that had fallen from my hand when I’d pulled him to me.

      We’ve stopped. There are many creatures here, and the nest is very big. They’ve taken the fledgling inside it. There were no more turns. Road leads straight to nest. Sadie, please come soon! So much danger, Sigrid reported anxiously to me.

      Count those outside, I ordered; over the years I’d managed to teach all three of them to count to one hundred.

      My heart skipped a few beats. We were getting closer. They gave me space for the moment, but I caught movement from the corner of my eye that drew me back from my chaotic thoughts. Kragen was texting someone.

      “Who are you texting,” I asked suspiciously, I hadn’t seen a mark for him.

      He glanced at me, a smile forming at the corner of his lips. “Our people. There are eight kidnappers and an unknown number of others currently. While we are both excellent fighters.” Kragen took his hand away from his phone for a moment to wave vaguely at himself and Jareth. “And depending on what species they are, it would still be very difficult for us to take them all on with the just the three of us. So, I’m calling in backup.” Kragen frowned down at his phone.

      He started cursing in three different languages. My hand reached out to touch his arm, but I pulled it back. I didn’t have time for tingles. Kragen caught the movement, speculation entering his eyes, but he quickly returned his attention to his phone.

      He looked up to the rearview mirror. “We’ve got problems. My people are blocked at our new location, half the city of Coeur d’Alene is trying to flee east. Spokane and the whole western side of the seaboard are in a state of emergency. The road leading in this direction is blocked with fallen rocks, buckled roads, and trees along Highway 90. It wasn’t just one volcano erupting, it’s at least five. Two in Oregon, two in Washington and one in California so far. We are not getting help from my end. Can you check with your people?” Kragen carefully laid Grim back on his suddenly vacated seat before just as gracefully returning to the front to grab the wheel while Jareth started texting.

      I caught a glimpse of a mark just below his ear when he turned his right side to me. It was the tree of life, but instead of forms, I only saw shadows, but one stood out. Right in the center towards the top of the tree were a pair of blazing, fiery green eyes. Shock froze me. I shook my head; I couldn’t have seen it wink. Right? By the time I looked back, Kragen was already sitting with one arm across the console as he drove the speeding truck from the passenger side. Still, I couldn’t help the relief I felt when I saw he had Gaia’s mark as well.

      “You live in Coeur d’Alene,” I asked, even now wondering how I’d missed so many Kindred.

      “Brake,” Kragen said in a far calmer voice than I felt as I craned my head to see what he had.

      Relief flooded me. It was the sign for Forest Wolf Lodge, we were closer. The truck turned smoothly before picking up speed again.

      Ten outside. George said there are eight inside. Fledgling is in a room on the top floor and locked in. The snakes are in there with her.

      So, eighteen.

      “moved here.” I’d missed most of the response from Kragen while I listened to Sigrid.

      More cursing had me looking towards Jareth. I’d been staring blindly at Kragen.

      “My people are coming, but the roads are blocked where they are as well, but they think the backroads can get them in this area in an hour. They have to come up 97 where it intersects 90. Based on what’s coming at us, we’re on our own. I told them to return to the den and get everything ready for the storm.” Jareth stressed the word, ‘storm’ like it had more meaning than just the one almost upon us.

      I wanted to chew on those words for a minute because I was pretty sure he meant the ‘ONE’ Kia had foreseen, but I had to tell them my bad news first.

      “Um. Sigrid just told me there are eighteen that have been confirmed. Ten outside watching and eight inside. That doesn’t mean there aren’t more. Just the ones Sigrid has seen, and the ones George has sensed.”

      Eight stinging individual pricks of pain shot across my nerve endings where the mark of Gaia lay just behind my ear. I closed my eyes, waiting for it to be over. I didn’t have time for this, damn it. I had to find my daughter and get back to our fortress on the outskirts of Coeur d’Alene before the shit hits the fan in earnest.

      Similar sighs of resignation came from the front seat. My swords were still in their sheaths crossed along my back. The spell that hid them came from a witch I’d met two years ago. I’d saved her life and she placed a spell on my weapons so they couldn’t be seen, sensed, or felt unless I used them. Once I put them in action, anyone could see them. I’d liked her. She’d gone by Mead as she hated her first name and her middle name made her feel like a flower child of the sixties. She’d been funny and kind to us but had her own problems, so we parted ways. Kia had liked her a lot. Hopefully, she’d found safety from her troubles.

      “I’m a guardian,” I blurted it out.

      My hand slapped over my mouth; my eyes had gone wide as they flicked back and forth between the two males in the front seat. I crossed my eyes to look down, trying to see my possessed mouth. I hadn’t meant to say anything at all even with seeing Gaia’s mark. Old habits die hard and all that.

      “Um, say what?” Jareth responded in a stunned tone of voice.

      A huff of laughter from Kragen had my eyes returning to the front. “What are you doing?”

      “It’s possessed,” slipped out from between the fingers I held over my lips, before I could stop it. “Wait! Just ignore me. I’m having a slight malfunction.”

      They both laughed this time. Damn it! This wasn’t a laughing matter. They were still chuckling and shaking their heads when the vehicle suddenly pulled over.

      “What are you doing? My daughter. Please we have to get to her!” My voice had gone up an octave as I scanned our surroundings.

      “We are only a half a mile from the lodge. We passed a sign not more than a minute or so ago. Please, calm down and let’s get some things figured out. We will not leave your daughter in their hands any longer than we can help, but we have to plan, not go running in there only to get our heads shot off,” Jareth’s husky voice was low and trying for soothing again. “Now, let’s start with you’re a guardian, because all the layered realms have been told the guardians were all dead as of five or six years ago. Not even a hint there was any still alive,” Jareth’s request was a flat-out order to come clean.

      I glared. “Let’s just pretend there aren’t and start planning my daughter’s rescue,” I snapped. “We don’t have time for fucking twenty questions. It’s already getting late. The sun will be gone as the storm will be here in less than thirty minutes and the world will go to hell in a hand basket not long after that. WE DON’T HAVE TIME.” I stressed with frustration at the all the delays that had been piling up over the last few hours.

      “Sadie. We understand, and we promise we will get her out in time. Jareth’s den is not far from here. Once we have Kia and the Nagas we will head straight there until the worst has passed. We will get them, but we need information to plan appropriately,” Kragen’s voice had gone almost hypnotic.

      Was he trying to use persuasion on me? What a dumb ass. I was a fucking guardian for fucks sake.

      Grim? You good to go. We are out of here so we can get our Kia back. I asked my wolf as I pretended Kragen’s words were working on me.

      My patience utterly gone.

      Yes. Head better, Grim responded.

      Before either of the ‘dear chaps’ in the front seat could react, Grim and I were out of the vehicle and running.

      Grim? Scout, I ordered.

      Grim took off into the trees his body quickly fading from sight. Two sets of hands reached for me. “Don’t touch me!” I snapped. “I’m getting my daughter, now. Not in ten minutes, not in twenty, and sure as fuck not in thirty at the rate you two want to talk. If and when we get out of here safely, then, and only then, will I say anymore,” I spat, my rage building.

      Whoever took my daughter would pay with their lives.
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      “Sadie wait.” Jareth ordered curtly.

      I turned. There was anger and annoyance stamped on his face, but I continued walking on the side of the road backwards.

      “What?” I asked impatiently, a plan was forming.

      I just needed a little more information and Grim would get it for me. Right now, I needed to get closer, so I was ready when the opportunity presented itself.

      His eyes bore into mine. “I’ve called in some others that we know, who are closer. If you can wait just a little longer then we will have more backup,” Jareth said with a mix of understanding and frustration that I wasn’t falling into line.

      “No.” I told him then turned back around before diving into the woods.

      “Besides, you told me it would be an hour before backup arrives. We don’t have an hour. Now, you’re miraculously telling me there are others?” I scoffed in disbelief and doubt.

      My two heroes made sure to stay with me. There was a rumbling growl from behind me and to the right. I glanced over my shoulder to see Jareth; irritation stamped on his features. I looked over my left to see Kragen’s features morph to implacable and unreadable versus the expressiveness he’d shown me earlier. Which one was the truer?

      Didn’t matter. When I estimated I’d gone a quarter of a mile, I stopped and crouched behind a tree, my eyes scanning my surroundings. I looked at my two companions trying to decide how best to use them if they weren’t going to go away.

      Jareth was staring down at me with hard eyes, while his partner’s head seemed to be rotating in all directions. “Well, princess, why did you stop now? Aren’t you going to rush in to get us all killed?” At least his voice was lower this time, barely above a whisper.

      I frowned in annoyance. No, that wasn’t what I was doing. I was going with action over their talk, talk, talking. Starting to answer, I halted as Grim contacted me. Holding up a finger in the wait one gesture. I concentrated on Grim.

      Equal distance. Around house. Sigrid front. Me back, Grim reported.

      Do you know the types of breeds? Go sunup to sundown. I was telling Grim to start on the sunup side of the house and go around.

      Wolf, wolf, stinky, blood, cat, growing thing, rotten, bear, cat, cat. Grim responded, even as he flashed me the scene he’d seen and what was currently near him.

      So, six shifters, an orc, vampire, elf, and a demon.

      I lowered my hand and refocused on Jareth and Kragen. “On the outside, equal distance from each other and surrounding the lodge, are six shifters two wolves, a bear, and three cats, then we have an orc, vampire, elf, and a demon going clockwise east to west. We will need to take the vampire first since they can talk to each other if they are from the same seethe.” I paused looking at Kragen, who I just realized was a vampire.

      He raised his eyebrow. I couldn’t help the flush at saying something he already knew. No! Full debrief even it if it is information they might now. Kia’s life depends on me not staying quiet, I snarled at myself.

      I picked up where I left off. “Which means they have at least one other vampire on the inside, so we need to make this fast.” I saw the spark of realization.

      “You can mind speak with Grim?” Kragen murmured, interest entering his eyes.

      “And Sigrid and George, a crow and rat.” I admitted, now was not the time for keeping my mouth shut, I reminded myself once more. “I’m going to check in with George since he is with Kia. Please hold.”

      George? Tell me where and what type of creatures surround you and Kia. Where are the nagas?

      Snakes tied here. Wolf at door guarding. Others not know where. Think downstairs. Here inside den, two blood, crazy rotten, stinky big flower, bear, dream rotten, teeth and claws. I’m eating snakes’ ropes. George reported.

      I sighed and hung my head for a minute. That was a lot of fire power. Two hands on each shoulder squeezed, causing me to look up and see Jareth and Kragen were crouched next to me.

      “There are eight more confirmed inside. There is a wolf shifter at Kia’s door. The nagas are with her, and George is trying to eat through their bindings. Downstairs, but unknown where they are located, is an imp, a boggart, a nightmare, two vampires, a cat shifter and a bear shifter. You were right, that is a lot for only the three of us to handle. How long before your help arrives and how many?” I asked Kragen, no longer caring where the help was coming from only that they came.

      The ground rumbled a warning, their two hands steadying me, even as Kragen and Jareth both grabbed the tree so they wouldn’t fall over. A flash of lightning raced overhead closely followed by a boom. Unnatural darkness had arrived.

      “There are three that were able to fly here. They had to land a mile out as the wind was about to knock them out of the sky, maybe ten minutes. The other three are working their way in this direction but it will be at least twenty minutes,” Jareth told me searching my face, for what I didn’t know.

      My mind raced.

      Finally, I nodded. “Okay, this is what we need to do. I will be the distraction. Pretending, I got lost while hiking. If it was me, they were truly after, they shouldn’t know what I look like since I’m wearing glamour. This will get me inside, hopefully.” Both Jareth and Kragen tried to pierce said glamour but I could tell they were failing, even as they shook their heads in the negative. I wanted to roll my eyes.

      I frowned. “What?”

      “No, let the five of us take out the outside guard and the other three can be mop up while we gain entrance to the house. Jareth is an alpha shifter and may be able to call all of the shifters to him. If the vampires are made and not born vampires, I will be able to do the same if their master is not here. And neither Jareth or I can sense another alpha or master within twenty miles of this place. That will take out nine shifters and three vampires, leaving only six to neutralize. It was stupid of them not to be closer to their people,” Kragen offered another plan that was definitely safer but not safe enough.

      “Okay, then I will still be the distraction. I will allow them to capture me like I’m sneaking in for my daughter. This will get me in the house and hopefully in the same room as Kia so I can protect her if someone decides to kill her just because. This part is nonnegotiable, I have to protect my daughter, and this gives us the best chance,” The resolve must have shown because they acted like they were talking with their eyes before both looking back down at me with a resigned look.

      I grabbed a stick and listed where Grim had showed everyone to be. Once they had a good idea, I stood up and grabbed my long dagger from my thigh where it stayed. This made the spell on it dissipate. I knew they needed to see a weapon at the lodge, or they would never believe I came alone. All my weapons were spelled like this one, and right now, I was grateful to the witch I’d met long ago.

      Two quiet exclamations of surprise. “Where the hell did that come from? I never felt it, smelled it, or noticed it was there,” snapped Jareth.

      I gave him a big smile. “A girl has to have her secrets.” Then, I slipped around the two of them and took off.

      “How the hell does she keep slipping around us? It shouldn’t even be possible, it’s like she’s a damn eel in water,” Kragen uttered, making me want to laugh.

      “Secrets? She’s got more damn secrets than all the alphabet organizations out there combined. I like her.” There was admiration in Jareth’s tone.

      A smile got past me, and I shook my head at their words. Soon, their voices were too low for me to hear. It didn’t take me long to reach the lodge. I stopped a hundred yards out behind a tree.

      Sigrid show me the front. I needed a fresh look before committing.

      The lodge was fairly large, so the bad guys were spread out about fifty feet from each other. I couldn’t come up with a way not to be seen. So, crazy was the plan. Who’s my bitch? My eyes came to rest on the orc who was right in front of me and was the one in front of the entrance. Another of his kind, in another place and another time six years ago today, tried to take me back in Gusev the night my parents died. I grinned. This was like an anniversary present. I grabbed the other dagger strapped to my other thigh.

      “Let’s play,” I whispered to myself as wild energy filled me.

      I got as close as I could without being seen then I was running. The orc who was at least seven and half feet tall turned his head in my direction as if in slow motion. He flashed jagged teeth as he got his big body moving for me then planted himself as if he was going to wrestle me. Just before his hands reached me, I laid down in a side slide like a baseball player and cut both femoral arteries. The problem with orcs is they may be big and tough, but they were also dumb and slow. Once I passed between his legs, I came up on my knees turning before lunging for the front door. The orc was a dead man walking unless he stopped the flow of blood and put pressure on the wounds until his natural healing kicked in. Most orcs never thought that far ahead. A giant roar of rage behind me and yelling to either side told me this orc wouldn’t last long.

      I was at the door before any of the others reached me. Grabbing the handle of the door, I was thrown off balance when it opened with a jerk under my hand. Arms reached out to grab me then threw me to the ground with at least one landing on top of me. Letting out a banshee yell of frustration, I struggled and cursed all of them up one side and down the other before someone slapped my head hard, stunning me for a moment. Hands roamed up and down my body, frisking me, and taking my daggers from my hands before I was hauled back to my feet. Two shifters had ahold of both my arms while a demon imp stood in front of me with his hands on his waist.

      “Well, well, well. What do we have here,” The imp’s voice while squeaky was assuredly male.

      “Give me back my daughter,” I snarled even as I lunged towards him.

      The grips of the two shifters held firm so I didn’t get very far.

      “Daughter you say. That sweet, little morsel upstairs? Don’t worry, the bosses want her, so she’s safe enough. You on the other hand have been a pest for way too long.” The imp grinned evilly at me. “Our orders are to kill you, but first, I think we will have a little fun. Take her to the big room down that hallway.” The imp’s head moved in the direction he was talking about. “Make sure she is tied good and tight.” The asshole reached over and squeezed my breasts in a tight grip, making me wince in pain. “Yum. Decent size, firm, and plump just like I like’em.” I kicked out and the imp jumped back with a grating laugh.

      I sneered, “I heard imps’ dicks are the size of my little pinky. I wouldn’t even know it was there pipsqueak.” The dipwad of course backhanded me across the mouth, splitting my lip. “Anyone ever told you, you’re like one of those tiny Pomeranian dogs? You know the yippy ones that couldn’t hurt a flea?” The air left my lungs as I doubled over from a hit to the solar plexus.

      The imp leaned in towards my face. “I’m going to enjoy fucking you over and over. These others will enjoy it as well. The good news for us? The big bosses won’t be here for another day, something about the roads, so the next twenty-four hours of your life?” He paused; I think for dramatic effect. “I am going to enjoy immensely. You, not so much.” I was sick of his yapping, so my hanging head came up hard under his jaw.

      I heard something break. I was also pretty sure I had teeth marks on my scalp, and I wanted to rub the sore spot his head had made. The scent of blood had me looking up to see blood streaming from peewee. “Get her out of here,” the imp’s words were garbled, but the murder in his eyes wasn’t.

      I blew him a kiss as the two shifters dragged me down the right-hand hall. Reaching a door, a hand reached around and opened it for the wolf and cat shifter. “Hurry up, strip her, get her locked down then get back to your posts.” A dark, sensuous voice said from behind the two shifters. I turned my head to see a dark elf looking down at me with hunger in his eyes.

      “You’re going to taste so good female.” The dark elf grinned at me with his serrated teeth flashing white, leaving no doubt what he planned, then he turned and walked away.

      The two shifters hopscotched me into the big bedroom, pausing only long enough to close the door before dragging me towards the four-poster bed. This must be a master bedroom because it was twice the size of a normal bedroom.

      From one moment to the next, I shifted to my gorilla form. Before they could even react, I pulled my arms up, breaking their now loose grip, crouched, and flipped over them before grabbing both their heads and banging them together. Like two ripe melons, they burst apart on contact. Grunting in disgust, I instantly let go and morphed back to normal. Pulling one of my swords, I ran lightly to the door and opened it just a tiny bit to peek out through a crack. Listening closely for any hint of sound, nothing was near, so I opened it wider to get a better look.

      Pulling my head back just as a guard walked past the hallway entrance, I waited a beat before stepping out and going the other direction. The hall wasn’t long but there was a set of stairs much like a hotel had. Swiftly, I opened the door and slipped through before running up the two flights of stairs.

      George, make some noise. Try and draw attention to the room, I requested.

      The sounds I heard were louder than that. It was the high-pitched wail of a scared child. My heart leaped out of my throat. Then, I heard the key in the lock, and I relaxed. Kia must have had a vision. I ran from the door to the hallway my sword raised to strike.

      The guard poked his head in the door and yelled, “Shut-up brat before I give you something to…” But the guard never finished his words before my sword was through his heart.

      I pushed the door open then placed my foot on the shifter’s back pushing him off my sword and into the room. Swooping to pick up the key that had dropped from the dead shifter’s hand, I hurriedly shut the door and locked it from the inside. Thank goodness, these were the old-fashioned type of keys instead of the electronic ones.

      There were the sounds of struggling that had me turning to see Kia tethered to the bed, trying to free herself to get to me. Tears running down her face. I didn’t remember moving to get to her before I was on the floor taking a dagger from my boot to cut through her bindings. Freeing her arms, she had them around my neck in a choke hold, before I could even reach her little legs. I carefully cut through the rope, turned, and dropped Kia into my lap hugging her tight to me.

      “Oh, baby. I am so sorry it took so long to get here. Let me get the tape off your face.”

      As gently as I could I peeled it away from her tiny lips. Wincing each time, she cringed from the pain. Finally, it was off, and she returned to hugging me tightly. A scratch on my knee had me looking down to see George pointing his little paw. I looked to see the nagas taking the final ropes off their legs before reaching up to free their mouths.

      “Mommy? We go home now?” the trembling voice of my daughter returned my attention to her.

      “Yes, sweetness. We’re going home soon.”  I turned to the two nagas. “You guys okay?”

      Electra’s voice was a little rough. “Yes, I can’t believe we were ambushed at a fucking Dairy Queen of all places. Who does that?” Her voice and expression were full of disgust and self-recrimination.

      A tap on my face. “Mommy? It was meant to happen.” My head snapped to look into Kia’s eyes.

      “What do you mean?” I asked her.

      “Can’t change,” was her simple reply.

      That meant it had to happen this way for some reason. It didn’t mean Kia hadn’t been scared out of her wits because when I tried to stand, she wrapped her legs and arms as tight as she could around me.

      There was a knock on the door, startling me. What the hell? “Kia, I need to put you down, so I can remove the head of whoever is at the door.”

      Kia shook her head. “No Mommy. They’re special. Can we go home now?” she said plaintively.
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      “Yes, we can.” I stood up; Kia’s arms tightened even more around my neck. “Let’s find my daggers and see about a ride back to the city. How does that sound?” I asked, as I laid my head against hers, drawing in a deep breath of my daughter, safe in my arms.

      She was safe. Thank you, Mother!

      A remorseful, full of self-loathing, tear filled voice surprised me. “I’m so, so sorry. We should have been paying more attention! I shouldn’t have been so flippant earlier.” I tried to think back to what she was talking about, but nothing came to mind. “We were Kia’s guards and we failed. We will do better; I will do better. Please, Sadie, please forgive us.” I turned, astounded to see both the nagas prostrate on the floor.

      What the heck? Why were they still on the floor, let alone doing this...? I didn’t understand.

      Bending down. I gently tapped Electra on top of the head with the sword I’d picked up after dropping it next to me for the dagger from my boot, so I could free Kia. I wanted them up and off the floor. This was wrong. Completely wrong. Just then the door rattled with a harder, louder knock.

      “Sadie? Open the door! It’s safe,” Kragen called out.

      “Just a sec,” I replied.

      “First she is in a hurry? Now, she’s not?” I heard Jareth remark in tones not low enough for me to hear through the door.

      I smiled.

      Electra was looking up at me in puzzlement, unsure why I tapped her with the sword instead of answering.

      “Here.” I held out my sword.

      She looked from me to the sword, confusion plain.

      “Please, get up. I’m not even sure why you are doing this. It wasn’t your fault. If I’d been there, it would have gone down the same way. One, there was way too many, and two, they came completely prepared. Now, take the sword so you can guard my back. I expect it back though. My parents gave me two matched swords, and this is one of them. They’d left them to me with a note I’d found after they died.” Pain lanced through me at the memory.

      Electra nodded her head vigorously, taking the sword as if given a great gift. “I will. Thank you.” The words full of emotion.

      I lifted my leg and took out the dagger from my boot I’d used to free Kia earlier. Calista was still prostrate, and I could smell her tears.

      I did the same thing, tapping Calista on the head with the dagger. “There is nothing to forgive, Calista. Here…,” I held the dagger out to her. “take this.”

      She lifted her head, staring from me to the dagger and back again. Her big, blue faceted eyes sparkling like diamonds with the tears still falling. I thrust it towards her.

      “Now, you can guard Kia’s back,” I told her.

      She burst into fresh sobs.

      I looked at Electra in bewilderment.

      “Sister. Come. We’ve found our place. The Mother will be pleased.” Electra reached down for her sister’s hand.

      They clasped each other’s wrists as Electra helped Calista to her feet. They stared into each other’s eyes for a moment before Calista turned and lightly took the dagger from me.

      “My life, for Kia’s.” Calista said, bringing the dagger in front of her, two hands on the hilt with the sharp end towards the floor, and her head slightly bowed.

      “My life, for yours.” Electra said, doing the exact same thing with the sword.

      Their words a promise.

      A chill went down my spine as I felt something click into place. I honestly didn’t know what to say to them, so I only nodded.

      Kia patted my cheek. “Let’s go!” A sensed of dread reared its ugly head.

      George ran up my leg. Go, go now! Hurry! It grew.

      Sadie? We must go now! Danger! Sigrid’s strident voice pierced my skull.

      Go. Go. We must go. It’s here! The sound of Grim’s howl could be heard at the same time he mentally contacted me.

      Headed your way Grim. Sigrid. Stay together. I will be there shortly.

      “One of you guys grab Kia’s backpack,” I barked turning for the door, the urgency gaining momentum.

      George had made it to my shoulder and was hanging onto my hair with a tight grip.

      “Key, key. Where did I put the key?” I sang as I patted around in my pocket.

      Finding it, I put it in the lock and opened the door. Starting to step through, I halted at the two large bodies in my way both of them scowling down at me.

      They saw Kia pretty much at the same time and both of their faces softened immediately.

      “So, this is the mite we came to save?” Jareth said, reaching out to move the hair out of Kia’s face, who hadn’t bothered to lift her head from my shoulder.

      I knew she was tired. It had been a harrowing day for everyone. I felt her lips lift in a smile.

      She waved and said, “hi,” before placing her arm back around my neck.

      “Guys, introductions later. My companions are warning of extreme danger, and we need to leave now! Their instincts to find shelter are starting to override everything else. So, please let’s go!” I pushed at Jareth’s shoulder, trying to get him to move.

      His hand came up, trapping mine to his immovable shoulder. Those tingles returned. My eyes flew to his. A glow started in their depths. I jumped as a spark went up the arm holding Kia, forcing my eyes from Jareth only to drop into the dark depths of Kragen’s where green fire lay. I couldn’t force my gaze from his. The only sound seemed to be the hard, fast beating of my heart.

      “Breathe…,” whispered a deep, penetrating voice near my ear, sending shivers down my spine and raising goose bumps on my arms.

      I sucked in a lung full of air, I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. The connection becoming more real, more something each time they touched me, talked to me and made eye contact. Why was this happening? Why now?

      Sadie! Must go! Sigrid’s loud, urgent squawk in my head freed me from the trap these two men were weaving around me.

      Hurry, hurry. Now! Grim howled both externally and internally further freeing me.

      I stepped back. My eyes wide at this thing between us, shaking my head back and forth. I couldn’t deal with this right now or them.

      “WE HAVE TO GO! Time is up.” I bulled my way through the two men, heading for the back stairs I’d come up from.

      “Wait! Azrarath has gone to get the truck. It shouldn’t be long now, and we can all go to my den,” yelled Jareth at my back.

      The clop, clop of big boots raced after the nagas and me. No idea who Azrarath was and I didn’t care. We had to go, and I wasn’t slowing down.

      “What was that, and who are they?” Calista questioned on my right just behind me, the side that Kia was on in my arms.

      I pushed the doors open and ran down the stairs.

      I huffed. Disgusted with myself. “They helped me rescue you guys. While I came for you, they took out the rest of the,” I started to say assholes but remembered Kia was listening and changed it to, “fish bait. As to the other, I have no idea! And right now, it doesn’t matter. We have to get back to the house. It’s happening tonight, now, and we don’t have long. The layers are in alignment and tonight is Samhain where the worlds are always closer together. The energy building is almost complete. Can you not feel it? I’m about to come out of my skin!” My words were fast and frantic as I rushed through stair doors at the bottom.

      I spotted my daggers on an end table near the demolished front door. Calista was closer.

      “Calista? Can you grab my daggers from over there?” She followed my head nod in the direction they were in. “Hurry, please!”

      A pissed off voice shouted. “Damn it, Sadie! Stop. Let’s get everyone sorted out. We can all head for my den when the truck gets here. It’s only seven or eight miles from this location. It’s built to withstand anything.” Jareth’s steps hard and angry behind me.

      I really wanted to yell at him. Couldn’t they feel the change in the air? “We have to move. Which part of that are you not understanding? Stop talking, and let’s go!”

      I scanned the rest of the main room on my way to the front door. There were five new beings going through pockets of downed enemies. All of them stopped as they became focused on us. How I knew these guys weren’t with the bad guys, I didn’t know, other than Jareth had said it was safe now. My eyes came to rest on a key rack right above a counter. There were a lot of us, and we needed to have more wheels.

      “Electra! Can you grab all those car keys above the counter there?” I pointed them out, and Electra peeled off to get them.

      Hesitating only a moment before jogging for the front door, I flashed by those five other beings as they moved in towards us, but I didn’t stop. Thank goodness there wasn’t a door there any longer. I did get a whiff of them. It was strange mix of Kindred to be all together like this. One was a warlock; I could smell the suppressed magic around him. Another was an elemental, but I couldn’t quite figure out which of the elements was his main one. A fae, what flavor I wasn’t sure, but nature was strong in him. An angel with a lot of power, his aura was beating against mine. I shored up my defenses. The last one was strange. He kind of reminded me of my father, but not quite. I wasn’t hundred percent sure what he was, but he was on par with the rest of these beings. There was something different about all seven of them, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. It made me wonder a little about this Azrarath. This was something that could be figured out later or never. I needed to focus on us getting out of here and back to the warehouse where it was safe.

      To me! I yelled to Sigrid and Grim.

      Both materialized as I ran down the driveway towards where the vehicles were parked. There was an SUV just pulling in, its beams on high.

      All sound stopped; it was like a blanket was thrown over the world. I stopped, feeling almost rooted in place. I scanned the sky, but it was so damn dark. It was as if the world held its breath.

      BOOM!

      I jumped.

      BOOM!

      Kia screamed

      BOOM!

      “Mommy!”

      CRACK!

      “Get to the cars!” voices yelled out.

      The wind a sudden wild thing, whipping around us like a whip. Lightning flashed in quick succession suddenly making everything brighter. Jareth’s SUV, and the lights in the house provided the only illumination when the lighting stopped.

      BOOM!

      Kia screamed again; the sound was so loud above our heads it was like being in a small room with every known drum going off at once. Sigrid flew straight to me and alighted on my shoulder, burying his head in my neck. Grim pressed himself hard to my leg.

      “Here,” shouted Electra as she ran up next to me.

      “Press the unlock buttons on the keys!” I yelled. “Match the cars up with them, then deal them out to those guys, but keep a set for us.” I caught her nod as she began separating them out and hitting buttons.

      Jareth and Kragen joined me on the opposite side of Electra, and I saw the other five guys fan out behind them. For once, they didn’t speak. There were three SUVs, the van, and a pickup in the long-curved driveway besides the one Jareth owned. We only needed three.

      The Van beeped. Electra’s eyes sought mine. I shook my head no. She dropped the key fob. One of the SUVs was next, she tossed it to one of the giants behind us. Then, the truck beeped. I shook my head no. Then another SUV.

      “That one! We’ll take that one,” I shouted over the wind.
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      Electra tossed the other set of keys to another of the behemoths behind us as we walked to the SUV we’d chosen.

      I opened the back door, and Grim hopped in and immediately dropped to the floor. Sigrid flew in and perched on the seat arm of the captain’s chair. Turning my shoulder and leaning in, George jumped down to the seat, then to the floor to huddle next to Grim.

      The back-passenger door opened on the opposite side, seeing Calista climb in the back, I almost told her to get in the front but halted, debating which of us was going to drive. Plus, I didn’t want Kia in the front. I needed to seatbelt her in since there wasn’t a car seat. The most recent accident fresh in my mind.

      “Electra are you good to drive?” The wind whipped my ponytail into my mouth, causing the words to garble.

      “What?” she yelled back, already on the far side of the car about to get in the front passenger seat.

      “I’ll drive,” the now familiar voice of Kragen said from behind me.

      I cringed. The need to get away from these two overwhelming guys for a while was almost on par with us finding safety. Safety won out. I couldn’t put Kia back in harm’s way and vampires had incredible reflexes. I looked up at the sound of a door slamming to see Electra sitting in the front seat looking at me questioningly.

      “Give Kragen the keys; he will drive us,” I finally responded before getting into the back-passenger seat, putting the seatbelt around me.

      I couldn’t put the seatbelt around Kia and me; she would be crushed if something happened. The car started. I heard the faint sounds of other car doors slamming.

      Kragen’s sudden voice startled me out of my bouncing thoughts. “You good to go? Will the child be safe like that?” he questioned.

      Then it came to me, and I wanted to bop my head at my stupidity.

      I leaned down and whispered in Kia’s ear. “Change into your dragon form, sweetie.”

      Dragons were tough buggers, and this would be the safest form for her to be in if something happened. Since Kia’s dragon was still growing, her scales weren’t as thick or strong, but it would take a lot to damage her.

      Her eyes lit up. Kia loved to be a dragon and since we’d come to America, we hadn’t been able to change into it. Too many eyes and cameras and not enough forests to travel in. Putting her between the two captain’s chairs she quickly changed. Then, laid down there in the center, scooting closer to Grim who also scooted closer to her and was asleep before the vehicle even left the curved driveway. The animals still were shifting restless, but it wasn’t the overwhelming thing it had been just minutes before.

      Leaning down, I ran my hand down her silver and black body, needing that reassurance once more before responding.

      “We’re good now. Let’s go,” I told him.

      “This will be rough; the wind’s a bitch and flying debris’s a concern. We’ll go as quickly as we can.” It was at that moment the rains came down in a torrent so thick it was like a waterfall was pounding on the vehicle making it rock heavily. “Did I say rough? I meant tricky and difficult,” he laughed humorously.

      The four vehicles moved out slowly. There was one in front of us, but I couldn’t tell if it was Jareth’s SUV or not and two behind us.

      An unfamiliar voice broke the silence. “Talis can’t you do something?”

      The voice was deep and lilting, but I couldn’t tell much else from it over a speaker phone, which was sitting in a cup holder facing Kragen.

      Another voice while tight had a calming smoothness to it. “No. I don’t know about you, but the energy that’s been building all month is at its peak. It’s like….” He paused as if thinking of the right words. “a rubber band that is on the cusp of snapping except on a worldwide level. When it snaps it will fly, smack, thump around, and do damage. The rubber band is like a mean kid holding the magnifying glass over the ant bed, and we’re the ants. We need to save every bit of magic or energy we can manage to hoard for that moment. While this,” I was pretty sure he was using his hands to indicate the outside world. “is nerve wracking, it is only a drop in the bucket. So, no, we need to save our strength for now.” Talis said with finality and saying no more.

      The same deep, lilting voice spoke again. “Is he correct, Krir?” There was a…teasing, maybe… note to the words.

      While the next voice that spoke was a strong baritone, there was something primal about it that didn’t give you the warm fuzzies over the cell phone. “Yes. Now, stop being a dumb ass, Syythaeryn you already knew the answer.” Krir growled in annoyance.

      The now named voice, Syythaeryn, laughed like he’d accomplished something. What? I had no idea.

      The explosion of two large rocks being hit together followed by the crack of the windshield as it split down the middle had us all jumping in our seats. Soon, the repetitive pelting of hail the size of ball bearings against the vehicle sounded like hundreds of pebbles hitting tin. The truck swayed back and forth as the wind played paddle ball with us.

      A small dragonling was in my lap before I could grasp she’d even moved. My arms closed automatically around her as her head dug into my neck seeking comfort.

      Leather twisting broke the unnerving, tense silence within the SUV, as wells as the creak of the steering wheel groaning under pressure, had my abs constricting as if preparing to be hit from any direction. My whole body tight as a bowstring about to be released. My sense of dread grew. The snail’s pace of the vehicle a necessary evil, yet it didn’t stop the sensation of the fierce need to race as fast as possible away from the unseen danger descending on us.

      Then as if by magic everything stopped outside. The resounding “fucks,” from the cell phones only confirmed my worst fear. This storm system must be massive to have an eye like a hurricane in the middle of the country. Which meant we were in deep, deep water with no land in sight.

      “Move it! Let’s see how far we can get in the calm. We may have to bail and look for low ground but let’s get as close the den as we can!” Jareth words had an abruptness to them of forced calm.

      What I was now assuming was Jareth’s truck leapt forward with spinning tires before they gained traction on the wet ground. We followed suit as did the trucks behind us.

      The calm around us was unnerving. The rustling of my bond partners as they shifted restlessly a constant background noise. I was grateful they weren’t nattering in my mind about the danger we were in.

      The earth dropped as the air pressure changed; further out, the scream of tortured trees, the bark of breaking limbs, or the boom of giant trees falling told the tale of destruction heading right for us. This wasn’t going to work; we’d be swept away in a blink staying on this road and this path.

      Sigrid? Which way to go around the storm or at least miss the worst of the storm in front of us? I was almost a hundred percent sure this was a massive tornado. Can you get us to safer ground? I know you can’t fly in this, but can you point us in the direction we need to go?

      YES. YES. GO! The terror in Sigrid’s mental tone had me truly looking at him. Only to see he was no longer on the arm of the captain’s chair but as far back in the truck as he could get it, fluttering from the floor of the open space of the trunk area repeatedly.

      What form to use? I needed to carry Calista, Electra, and Kia. Through dense trees. Quick and agile. The memory of what I hunted earlier surfaced. An elk. They were fast, could move easily through forest, and had good instincts on where to run when a fire occurred. Plus, they were large enough to carry multiple passengers.

      “STOP!” The quick reflexes of the beings in all four vehicles made the issue of crashing mute. Plus, with all the vehicles on conference with each other, the others heard me at the same time I’d yelled at Kragen. Thank goodness.

      “We aren’t going to make it in these trucks; we need to run in a direction that takes us away from what’s coming at us.”

      “She’s right. Let’s ditch the trucks we’ll be faster on foot. I can feel some caves further up the mountain if we need to seek shelter there. The closest a mile away,” A new voice came over the speaker. It was low toned, gravely, reminding me of a grizzly bear. “Most of us can run swiftly, and we can get the women and child to safety in less time.” I raised my eyebrow.
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      “Who’s got Kia’s backpack?” I asked.

      Electra handed it to me over the console.

      George? Sigrid? Come it will be safer in the backpack, I urged my two companions.

      George scrambled up my leg and jumped in without a response.

      My feathers. It will crush them! Sigrid protested.

      Keep them in tight. George will help you stay balanced. I will also grab a thick stick to put in the bottom. For now, sit on George. Just be careful, I told him.

      Grim follow me, I ordered.

      Sigrid carefully hopped into the pack, and I handed it to Calista.

      “Let’s go!”

      Opening the doors, I found all the big men around our car; their bodies tense as they listened to the approaching storm. It wouldn’t be long before the hail, wind, and rain started again. The wind was already picking up. I saw the top of the trees swaying when I looked up. Handing my little dragonling to Electra, I scanned the ground until I found two broken limbs that would work. Breaking the ends off each, I got them to the right size and then put in the pack in a cross pattern. It worked like a charm. It bulged the ends out making it where it wouldn’t move without some effort. This would make the pack wider in all directions further stabilizing the inside so neither of my bond partners would be crushed. I returned the backpack to Calista who held it in front of her.

      Finally, I looked up at all the faces staring at me. Not really taking them in as I didn’t have to time to study each one. All of them were tall and big to some degree.

      “Ready?” Jareth asked as he stepped closer.

      A huge gust of wind nearly knocked all of us off our feet.

      “Ladies? When I change get on my back and hold on tight.” I ordered; they both nodded their understanding.

      I received puzzled looks from all around. Well, except for Jareth and Kragen.

      “Sadie, we will lead you to the other side of the storm, and then we’ll only be a few miles away from our den. We can make it before the real storm hits,” Jareth told me.

      I nodded my understanding, but not my agreement. Backing away to make more space, the bodies of the men did the same, I caught glimpses of interest before I shifted into an elk.

      Calista, nor Electra, wasted any time before they’d climbed on passing the child and backpack back and forth until they were all situated with Kia in between the two of them. Her body curled in a tight ball. Calista grabbed what mane I had, and Electra had one handheld tightly to Calista and the other holding Kia.

      I stomped my foot, their legs tightened.

      “Ready,” Electra told me.

      Four of the men took off at a dead run, including Jareth who’d shifted into a massive wolf. I could tell this was his preferred form. Kragen stayed behind me as I took off after them with three others spread out on either side of him. Grim stayed at my side. The wind was whipping through the trees. Several times either Calista or Elecrtra cried out in pain as a smaller branch or limb clipped them. They both huddled as low as they could, with Electra trying to cover all of Kia. Theirs legs so tight, I thought I would have bruises in the morning if not for my healing abilities. Dodging trees and other debris didn’t even come close to getting me up to the full speed of an elk, but it was faster than my other form.

      There was energy and magic being used by some of the others to allow them to keep up. The massive storm opened its doors again as torrential rain came down in sheets of wavery glass. Visibility became harder further slowing us down. Everyone had spread out over the mile we’d run so far, so I’d lost sight of a few of them already. The wind now screaming as much as howling around us pushing at us even as we pushed back trying to stay on course. Still, I knew we were already drifting some. Branches and limbs crashed and flew around us, several of the guys had stopped big branches from smacking into the girls and me. If we got out of this, I would have to give them a big kiss of thanks!

      In the background, I would say not even a half a mile away was the impact of large trees hitting others or the ground as they were torn away at the root. We had to go faster. Lightning struck a tree not fifty feet to the right of me. Fear took root at the thought of it hitting us. The need to get Kia to safety drove me to go faster despite all the obstacles. The yelling of the guys around us as they kept up with each other, giving directions or warnings equally. Or just trying to stay within hearing distance so no one would get lost.

      I raced forward trying not to lose my passengers or hit something as the instincts of the animal rose to guide me to safety. A different type of shouting came to me, but I didn’t take the time to try and decipher it. I’d lost sight of the three men and the wolf in front of me a few minutes ago with the rain pouring like a fast-moving river as the water rises becoming deceptively dangerous. Already, the ground was becoming muddy making it even harder. The shouting faded a little. Grim was staying close but the mud was sucking at his paws slowing him. We needed another plan.

      Grim? The moment we get to a clearing with enough room, I’m changing to dragon. You know the drill run up my tail and get with the others. It’s going to be rough so try and find a scale or horn you can capture with your teeth.

      Yes! Fly out of danger. You should have done already, Grim said in disgust.

      Stupid mutt. If he was so smart, then he should have told me earlier.

      My name came on the wind, but I couldn’t tell from which direction it was blown away so fast. It seemed we ran through the storm passing it by, but I was fairly sure we were working our way outwards away from the storm. I no longer heard trees crashing or falling. Finally, after an eternity, we came to a clearing. The moment I had enough room I changed. Electra and Calista squeaked as their legs spread wider, then some alarm as a few of my protective spines and horns grew, forcing them to adjust around them. The good news, it gave them something to hold onto. Turning my head, I watched as Grim found enough traction to run up my tail. He found his spot. Looking around, I tried to spot any of the males, but we’d lost each other. Occasionally, I would hear my name on the wind, but not where it came from.

      Stretching my wings out wide to loosen the muscles took but a moment, before I commenced flapping them to gain enough air under them to lift me. The result was even more rubbish, mud, and the remains the wind was leaving behind as it pelted my sides flying in all directions. Lifting almost straight up, the wind kept trying to force me into the trees, so I strained to gain altitude quicker. Finally, I made it up, letting the wind guide my movements until I could orient myself. Relief flooded me to see the biggest part of the storm was just behind us going southeast. I roared a challenge at it, hoping the guys would hear it and know that I was no longer on the ground. I turned northwest and flew not into the remaining storm but skimming the outskirts of it.

      The false darkness lit with lightening, but it was further away. Thank the Goddess. Roaring again, aspiring for a return acknowledgement so I knew the others had made it through the worst.

      A lone howl further to the east answered me. Good. At least, Jareth knew I’d made it. The heavens lite up like a Christmas tree for a brief moment, the rain parted, and a rent opened almost a mile long right down the middle of the storm system, racing its way across Idaho towards Montana.

      Oh, shit! Monsters poured through in their own panic as the demon layer met with Earth’s layer. Those that could fly did; the other’s ran as if their lives depended on it and it did. A storm in their own realm leached into ours close to overtaking those fleeing. Wyverns, harpys, large bat like creatures, erinyes, and a host of other smaller creatures flew like the devil himself was chasing him. I turned more northeast working my wings to gain speed with the wind. Just before I passed the rent, I caught glimpses of hellhounds, wolf demons, and a host of others I had no name for running through the forest never stopping their stampede to find safety. It had started.

      One of those bat-like creatures separated from the rest was suddenly before me. The claws on its wings took a swipe at me. I banked ever conscious of my passengers. Turning my head, I let loose a gout of flame in the creature’s direction. It screamed in pain as I clipped one of its wings and it hastily flew away. The storm from the rent swept through, causing even more havoc.

      Gaia, please let us make it back to our home safely, I prayed fervently.

      I had a feeling Gaia was a little busy at the moment and we were on our own. I shifted directions several times. The wind and rain never letting up, but I finally saw the lights of the city. Scanning the horizon, looking for something to show me the way, I finally spotted our area of town. Heading straight for it, I alighted and as I shrank the others slid off me making a bee line for the door. It was open by the time I finished shifting back. Pausing to look over my shoulder, I prayed to the Goddess that the others had made it out safely. The door closed behind me.

      The devastation I’d seen, that had already occurred, showed a swath had been cut right down the middle of the city leaving a path of debris and broken buildings. I’d heard alarms, sirens, and screaming throughout the area. There were small fires here and there, but the rain was keeping them under control. This was a fucking nightmare, and it was only the beginning. In only a few hours, I would be twenty at midnight. Gah! What a birthday present. Turning away from the chaos descending, I let the door close on the old world. Now, I all I wanted to do was hold Kia for a while and get some rest.

      Later that night, I tossed and turned trying to find some peace. Grateful, Kia was willing to sleep in her own bed. While I couldn’t hear the turmoil or crazy going on as the world was restructured, I could sense it deep in my bones making it hard for me to find rest. Finally, I drifted off. My last thoughts on Jareth and Kragen hoping they made it back to their own fortresses.
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      Hands skimmed over my body, jerking me from the sleep I desperately craved. Confusion settled over me, I was standing, and I couldn’t move my arms or legs. What the hell! There was something over my eyes. Where the fuck was I? What’s happening? My head twisted this way and that trying to get whatever it was that covered my eyes to slip off.

      My head was grabbed, making me freeze. Another set of hands made sure the blind fold didn’t move.

      “No, Sadie. Tonight, you will be punished,” a male behind me stated in firm hard tones.

      I’d heard that voice before. Where?

      My heart was beating so fast and loud, I almost didn’t hear his words.

      “You need to let me the fuck go!” I snarled as bravely as I could while tied spread eagle, vulnerable.

      My arms were tied out wide, while my legs were tied the same. Whatever was around them was soft and didn’t bite into my skin, perplexing me. Shouldn’t they be hurting me? I tried moving my legs to see what give I had when I realized that there was some type of bar between them. Oh, Goddess, what is this? Where’s Kia? The nagas? How was I taken? Please Gaia! Help me! I was suddenly so terrified; I didn’t know what to do. My body began to tremble against my will. My necked pulsed twice, but there was nothing else. I didn’t understand.

      “You left us and must be punished,” growled a new male voice.

      I’d heard this voice, too. I searched my memory, but my mind could only focus on Kia and where she’d been taken.

      “Where is Kia? What have you done with her!” I bit out through gritted teeth so they wouldn’t chatter, giving my true feelings away.

      “Sadie, Sadie, Sadie,” A crooning, drawling voice chastised me. “Don’t you know? This is only a dream.”

      No, it couldn’t be! It was too real. A hard slap on my ass, jolted me from my spiraling thoughts. A callused hand rub lightly over the sting.

      A dark sinful voice growled low into my ear. “You left us behind, and you must be punished.”

      What? What were they talking about? I didn’t leave anyone behind.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about!” I denied, my heart in my throat, wondering if this was the end.

      But the crooning voice said this was dream. It can’t be. Everything seems so real. I needed to see!

      “Take the blind off, please,” I begged. “Goddess, I hate begging. I hate that I’m acting this way. What does this say about me?”

      “It says you’re not stupid, and you’re searching for a way to get you out of this situation.” The crooning voice was back against my ear.

      Did I say that out loud? So muddled by everything that was happening.

      I jumped when he took one of my lobes in his mouth, sucking it deep and tonguing it. A flash of heat shot straight to my core. My nipples hardened.

      A rough, heavy chuckle sounded from in front of me. I jumped as fingers lightly skimmed across my puckered nipples. “Liked that did you?” The rich, sinful one asked me huskily.

      The moment his fingers skimmed my nipples I realized I was bare ass naked. My jaw dropped. How could I have not noticed it before, when the one behind me slapped my ass.

      “What the hell is going on?” I rasped still not believing this was a dream.

      A pair of fingers went to the back of my head undoing the knot of whatever was over my eyes. It loosened and the soft material scrapped across the flesh of my face before I was blinking into the dim light of the room. My eyes focused and my jaw dropped for a second time at the grinning, hungry looking Kragen. A finger traced down the center of my spine, my flesh pebbled with goosebumps. Straining to look over my shoulder, my mouth dropped again to see Jareth.

      “I don’t understand.” I was pretty sure my brain had completely short circuited and I was on repeat.

      Kragen’s whiskey coated voice had my head snapping back around as I looked into his espresso eyes. “We told you, we have to punish you for leaving us.”

      He leaned into the front of my body, and I tried leaning back but I had very little wiggle room. Kragen’s nose touched my cheek before he used it to caress down my face to where the arch of my neck meets my jaw, then it was his tongue that traveled straight down to the throbbing vein of my neck, before he sucked the flesh into his mouth. I groaned, my head falling back giving Kragen better access.

      “Goddess, Sadie you smell so damn good,” Kragen rumbled against my throat, my whole body shivered in response. My throat swallowed hard causing him to return to sucking on my neck harder, never breaking the skin. I was going to have the mother of all hickeys.

      A nip on my shoulder by Jareth had me squeaking in surprise, but not before adrenaline coursed through my body. His bites became a little harder as Jareth’s mouth grabbed the meat of the muscle leading to my neck. I was surprised the two didn’t bump heads. Clamping down to just this side of pain, before Jareth’s tongue bathed the throbbing spot. A dark fire lite within me. His mouth kissed and licked its way across to my other shoulder blade to do the same thing on that side. A gasp of surprised pain escaped as the bite became real and he sank his canines deep into the muscle. I screamed with the pleasurable pain it brought with it, my body bucking at once trying to get away and to thrust back into Jareth. Something was released into my body.

      A blaze ignited, traveling down the bite through my nerve endings sparking the muscles into spasms as it went until it reached my pussy. The most sensitive nerve of all throbbed as I whimpered at the sensations it was evoking. It had a pulse of its own; my mind was a tumbling mass of need and bewilderment. A trickle of blood from Jareth’s bite made its way down my chest till reached the top edge of my breast.

      Kragen’s mouth at my throat was gone leaving another throbbing point on my body, only for him to place his hot tongue over the blood and swipe upward gathering every drop of blood as it went. Stopping just before he reached where Jareth still held my bleeding shoulder in a tight grip. Why Kargen hadn’t bitten me like Jareth I didn’t know.

      “Fucking heaven,” Kragen’s voice was tight with thirst as he straightened back up to face me. “Sweet, sweet, Sadie. You’re ours. Ours to pleasure, ours to punish,” he whispered over my mouth just before he dived in with a punishing kiss.

      My mouth opened in protest only to be stopped as he invaded and claimed it. Our tongues rolling over each other, dueling for dominance.

      “Mine!” The velvety voice of Jareth snarled, now harsh with power pulled away from the bite between my neck and shoulder. “You may run from us.” A lick just above my left shoulder blade, nip, I jumped. “You may hide from us.” Now a lick just above my right shoulder blade on the other side. Nip, I jumped again. “But you will always be found and brought home, little one.” Jareth’s hot breath breathed into that ear, before grabbing my hair forcing my mouth from Kragen’s to his for a deep, dark, bruising kiss.

      Blood trickled down both sides of my left shoulder from Jareth’s bite now. I moaned into his kiss making it and him hotter as he sucked on my tongue. Oh, Goddess. The thump, thump, thumping between my legs had me wanting to rub my thighs together as I sought relief. My core blazing and dripping at the same time. The blood had reached just above my nipple, when the hot mouth of Kragen covered it and the blood, sucking both down. Pulling hard on the sensitive nub. A slice of pain on the end had me flinching, Kragen had nicked the tip with his fang, before that hot mouth left my nipple bereft as his tongue traveled up my chest to the still bleeding bite.

      Jareth pulled back; my breathing now labored as I tried to catch my breath. My eyes locked with his.

      “Let it go now, Sadie,” Jareth ordered, I had no idea what he meant, and it must have showed.

      Kragen’s tongue raked across the bite marks and the wound sealed. Making me whimper with need. My nipple pulsed in time with my clit distracting me. I watched a bead of blood form on the tip of my now rosier nipple threatening to splash to the floor.

      “Sadie!” My eyes snapped up.

      I hadn’t realized I’d lowered them as my whole being wanted to focus on those twin pointes of aching need and that bright, crimson pearl.

      “Drop it, the glamour, now,” Jareth commanded forcibly.

      I knew I must have looked dumbfounded and befuddled as I caught the softening of his features before they hardened once more.

      “We want you. All of you.” I shook my head no, unable to speak.

      No one had ever seen my true form except Kia and my parents.

      Smack!

      My ass stung.

      “Drop it!” Jareth’s words charged the air.

      I shook my head again.

      Smack!

      The other cheek felt the bite of pain.

      My clit pulsed; my nipple ached.

      “Drop IT!” Jareth ground out the last word.

      “I’m afraid,” I hissed, equal parts fear, anger, and plain lust battling inside me.

      “Little one, never be afraid to be you.” Jareth was now in front of me.

      Those golden-brown cognac eyes stared into mine letting me see the truth in his words.

      It was a dream. What could it hurt? I could admit it in a dream. Right? They were mine. Mine. Just as much as I was theirs.

      Opening my eyes, I found two scrumptious men, one larger width wise than the other, both standing in front of me their arms crossed waiting patiently for me to decide. Neither wore a shirt and Goddess I wanted to run my hands through Jareth’s chest hair and up the smooth plains of Kragen’s chest and over those lovely dark nipples. Both had tapered waists, bounce a quarter off them abs. Following the dark hair of each as it traveled down both to their Adonis belts made me want to see where it led. I did a double take. They were wearing chaps. Black leather chaps with cod pieces. They both followed my eyes and then rolled them in exasperation.

      “Sadie. Really?” Kragen said his tone a little exacerbated.

      I looked at them in puzzlement before my eyes went right back to those tight chaps and thick, bulging cod pieces with zippers down the front, and really hoping they would turn for me.

      I caught glimpses of their nicely rounded asses but really wanted the full effect. If I’d seen this first, I think I would’ve shut up and let them have their wicked way with me. So, fucking hot.

      Kragen gave a huff. “Sadie. It’s a dream. We weren’t wearing these a moment ago.”

      Seriously? My mind started to spin.

      Jareth narrowed his eyes at me.

      I blinked.

      What the hell? I wasn’t standing spread-eagle anymore, I was now in a modern medieval pillory where I was bent at the waist, my legs locked to the frame. Cool air blowing on my now exposed ass and pussy.

      “Nice,” Kragen said appreciatively as he came up behind me rubbing his leather covered dick against my butt.

      Who knew I loved leather like this, the coolness of it, the slightly rough texture, and the scrape of the zipper over my sensitive flesh? I whimpered as the thump, thump, thump increased in speed. A splat on the floor told me my nipple dripped its blood tear as it wept for attention. The engorged nipple pulsing in time with my clit.

      “Doesn’t she smell divine?” Kragen’s tone was rapacious and possessive as his hands grazed the outside of my thighs going up and down even as he ground into me.

      My juices making the leather slick. For some reason, I no longer felt the zipper just smooth leather and the rock-hard cock it covered.

      Jareth crouched so that we were on eye level. “Sadie. Please let us see you. The real you.”

      Closing my eyes for a moment, gathering my courage, I let go of the human form. I called it glamour, but it was really just another shape I could become.

      Two equal indrawn breaths had my heart clenching, waiting…

      I jumped when my tail was lifted, and strong hands stroked it from its base to the covered tip. Jumping again when light fingers ran over the tender points of my ears and traced my horns. Which until this moment, I had no idea they could be another erogenous zone for me? I drew in a shocked hiss as he stroked those curved horns sending a punch of pure need to my already drenched core.

      “Sadie, you are beyond beautiful and all ours.” There was awe and tenderness in Jareth’s voice that had my heart clenching for another reason.

      “Oh, yes. Ours. Now, we are going to fuck you silly?” Kragen growled hoarsely with desire.

      My pussy clenched this time, even as my womb spasmed at the words.

      “Yes,” came out of my mouth so full of need and wanting I almost wept.

      The teasing, the biting, the kissing, the spanking everything had been building to this moment.

      Clothing disappeared leaving a long, wide cock bobbing in front of my face. There was no doubting Jareth was a proportionate man. A big hand wrapped around himself as he rubbed the head back and forth across my lips. Precum wetting them.

      “Open, Sadie,” Jareth ordered.

      I obeyed.

      My tongue flicked out catching the tip of Jareth’s cock, tasting a salty sweetness.

      I jerked when a set of hands began kneading my breasts. Kragen had to be under me somehow, but I couldn’t see how his big body was positioned. The same sharp pain on the tip of my other breast let me know Kragen nicked it causing a burn on that nipple as well.

      Goddess each suckle of his mouth as Kragen went back and forth between each breast seemed to race straight down to my clit to pull on it as well lighting up my entire core. I was so empty, needy, my pussy constantly grasping at empty air. I was burning from the inside out.

      Jareth’s cock made small in and out movements the wide tip barely passing my lips. My tongue constantly caressing or flicking the head. Turning my eyes upward, I loved seeing a look of longing for more, the effort he made to hold himself back from thrusting into my mouth. The pleasure stamped on his now open features.

      A mouth on my pussy froze me for a moment before the licking and sucking started in earnest. Damn Kragen had an amazing tongue. He traced each lip making sure to stroke every nook and crevice. Nibbling and tugging on the sensitive flesh. It was a sensual assault on my senses. He avoided my clit with each pass of that oh so soft tongue, teasing me, taking me higher. I wanted to grind myself into Kragen until he quenched this overwhelming thirst for completion. My legs had been bending, chasing him, and the ever-elusive bastard laughed each time, causing a vibration wherever that teasing mouth happened to be. It made everything at once better and worse.

      Jareth’s cock finally pushed inward enough that I could wrap my lips around the head allowing me to do my own suckling. My tongue wrapped around and around it as I played with the underside and dipped into the slit for that salty sweet nectar. Each time eliciting a moan from Jareth making me feel powerful and sexy.

      Kragen clamped his arms around my thighs holding me still and thrusting into my center, fucking the shallow depths in and out with that delectable tongue. I made my own protesting, mewling noises around Jareth’s cock head. I wanted to scream for more, demand to be fucked. I was so damn ready I wanted to cry. That fucking magnificent tongue slid up my center finally reaching the THUMP, THUMP, THUMPING of my center. It was so engorged and sensitive one nick had me screaming and coming at once while he suckled on it as if it was my breast as I spasmed over and over.

      Jareth took the opportunity of my scream to thrust himself into my mouth adding a whole new level to the pleasure I was experiencing.

      “Watch the teeth sweetheart. Just stay wide for me and I will do the work,” Jareth coached me.

      “Good, now run your tongue up and down my length as I fuck this glorious mouth.” He groaned.

      He was so damn wide my tongue automatically slides along it as he filled my mouth. His dick reached the back of my throat with only a little over half his length before he could go no further.

      “Now for the fun,” I barely heard Jareth’s words as I creamed for the second time as Kragen sucked and sucked at my blood-filled clit.

      I humped the air repeatedly looking for another type of fulfillment. Finally, Kragen thrust two fingers into my tight pussy causing a burn and alleviating a little of my need to be filled with cock. It was a sensory overload. Suck, lick, fingers thrusting in and out my hot pussy, the tempo of my mouth being fucked all I could do was hold onto this ride and milk every sensation.

      Jareth grabbed my, before now, unknown erogenous horns stroking them up and down even as he used them to fuck the back of my throat harder and faster. My eyes rolled back, and my knees gave out as my overloaded senses threw me into another orgasm. Holy hell. My whole body jerking as though I’d been electrified.

      Jareth pulled from my mouth and Kragen gave my too sensitive clit a final lick and kiss before pulling away as well. All I could do was hang there boneless as my body jerked periodically as jolts of pleasure flickered through me.
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      The scene changed and we were now on a bed, both of them on either side of me, their dicks rubbing my thighs up and down as they made little thrusting motions. Now, both of them each took a breast in hand and played with it as if they were a new and fascinating toy. I was riding between pleasure and pain as they pulled, twisted, nipped, and bit the entire surface of my breasts but always going back to my now blood red, hard as rock puckered tips.

      I was once again tied spread-eagled and unable to join in causing both frustration and sending pleasured thrills through me that I was entirely at their mercy. Realizing, it was the one thing I was not being granted. Mercy. My body was one big spark away from combustion. Then their hands started traveling over my oversensitive flesh. I’d long since become hoarse and was reduced to making unintelligible sounds.

      “Motănaş.” Kragen tapped on my face trying to gain my attention. “Motănaş?” I finally managed to focus on those now blazing green eyes.

      They were no longer an espresso brown, but a fiery green that was almost mesmerizing. When he finally had my attention, his grin became downright evil.

      “Motănaş we are going to fuck you now. Are you ready?”

      I gave him an incredulous look. Was he fucking kidding me?

      I knew my face contorted as I snarled up at him. “It’s about damn time you bastards!” My voice barely above a whisper.

      The assholes just laughed, causing my toes to curl as that too caressed my senses. I was going to die, I was a ball of greedy need that was finally going to be filled up. I was so damn wet and throbbing it was like a damn pool between my legs.

      My body was released from its bonds and rearranged until I was above Jareth. Kragen had to practically hold my body up as Jareth lined his cock up with my grasping pussy. I was slowly lowered until the head breached my core. My lips spreading as that wide head worked its way inside me.

      “Pleases, please, please.” Came from my mouth in a desperate bid to finally be taken.

      As ready as I was, it still took slow up and down movements to fit all of him into me until I was fully seated. The tip of Jareth was snug against my womb, a whole new sensation. It was a burning pinch, but at the same time a flash of pleasure would hit my clit. It was the strangest feeling.

      Something cold and liquid touched the rosette of my ass. Causing me to jackknife into a full sitting position. I hadn’t realized I’d been resting on Jareth’s wide chest even though his hair tickled my face. I groaned as Jareth’s big cock felt like it was trying to climb its way into my womb.

      It was almost too much, but at the same time not nearly enough.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I looked over my shoulder at Kragen who gave me an amused look.

      I frowned.

      “Motănaş, I’m about to ream that ass,” His fangs flashed at me causing my heart to up its tempo and my pussy to clench around Jareth’s big fucking dick.

      We both moaned, Jareth and me.

      A thrill of fear and unease raced through my veins. He must have seen my nervousness as he pulled me back against him. Goddess the movement inside me was like nothing I could have imagined. Jareth licked his thumb and reached for my now more exposed nub and began making soft slow circles. Fiery tendrils of pleasure zoomed from that little button, it surprised me how that little bundle of nerves could be so, so…. I had no true words.

      Kragen traced the outside of my pointed ear with his tongue, making me shiver as he whispered to me. “I promise we will do nothing to harm you; while you might feel a little pain and discomfort at first, you will more than enjoy the experience by the time we’re done fucking you senseless.” He turned my face so that I could look into his eyes. “You good, Motănaş?” he asked in that husky, rich, fucking sinful as hell voice.

      All I could do was nod my agreement.

      “Then lie down and enjoy, my one,” Kragen ordered.

      Kragen’s big hand splayed across my back, forcing me back into Jareth’s arms. Jareth wrapped them around me holding me in place as Kragen went back to preparing me.

      It was as if my entire being focused solely on that small round entrance. Cold and wetness coated the outside before he pushed one finger past the tight ring. It burned but not to the point I couldn’t handle it.

      “Good, just relax. Each time I add another finger, I want you to push out. Okay, Sadie?” I couldn’t speak, so I nodded once more.

      He played with the one finger thrusting in and out making me want to move before he added another finger. I did as he said and there was another burn before he started the process over again. Those fingers were long and thick but not nearly as much as Kragen’s dick was, so I couldn’t help being a little nervous.

      Finally, he deemed me ready, even though I was pretty sure I wasn’t. Kragen coated his dick in the same lube he’d used on me before running the tip of his head up and down the outside of the tight little rosebud. Which was more sensitive and pleasurable than I thought it would be.

      “Are you ready, Motănaş” his voice deeper and gruffer now and full of pent up passion.

      “Um, no?” Came out more of a question.

      They laughed. “Oh, but you are sweetheart and so am I,” Jareth groaned between clenched teeth.

      Kragen pushed against my entrance that didn’t want to give way. He pushed harder and I couldn’t help clenching in denial.

      “Sadie. Push out, now.” Kragen commanded.

      My pussy clenched even harder at the dominance in Kragen’s voice.

      “Fuck, Kragen. I’m about to come she’s so damn tight and gripping,” Jareth rasped.

      “Almost there. Push Sadie. NOW!” Kragen ordered again.

      I pushed and then wanted to scream as it felt like he was tearing me in two.

      “Almost there, breath baby,” Kragen murmured in a strained voice.

      He slowly pushed his way through the tight ring of my ass. My jaw was clenched so hard I started to see stars. An eternity later, he was seated and my whole body collapsed against Jareth who was running his hand up and down my back in a soothing gesture even as Kragen gripped my rounded globes digging his fingers in adding another divergent sensation to Jareths.

      I was still panting with the pain even as the endorphins began to heat up my body even more. I felt so incredibly full and tight I had no idea how they planned on moving. Feeling the two cocks rub each other through the thin barrier of skin was a complete turn on. My hips started to move as I wanted more now. Jareth’s hands clamped around my upper body while Kragen bore down on my hips holding me still.

      “Oh no, you don’t. This pussy and ass are ours to fuck. You’re to feel every minute of our claiming,” grunted Kragen in a guttural tone.

      Before I could say anything, a blind fold was back around my eyes and my arms pulled behind me and cuffs placed on them.

      Everything became centered on the fullness of them inside me, the twin points of my ass and pussy as they started to move. The slide of the first one and then other as they got into a rhythm. The erotic stimulations coming from within my dark depths were completely different from that of my pussy. It was like a deeper, richer pleasure almost counter point of the one building inside my core. It made it difficult to just concentrate on one sensation as everything built with each cock slamming into me. My hips held so tightly as Kragen pounded my bottom and the arms of Jareth gripping my body to his as he thrust his thick cock in and out of me like a piston.

      My head was shaking, my body was shaking, it was too much. I screamed hoarsely as everything burst around me. My pussy and ass clamped down so hard with each convulsion they both lost their pace as their own climaxes rushed up their balls before exploding inside me. Twin howls of pent up passion exploding out of them. At the same time, they cried out, “MINE.” Making my heart feel as full as my body. They kept trying to get deeper with each spurt of cream until we all collapsed in a heap. The deep gulping breaths of each of us a symphony all its own. Small tremors continued to shake me and cause them to grunt in renewed pleasure.

      “Now. The real punishment begins,” Jarth whispered next my ear before nipping it.

      I sat straight up in bed. My entire body drenched in sweat as I scanned the room for Jareth and Kragen. The entire area under my butt where I laid was soaked; the orgasm I’d had still rocking my world. Goddess, it really had only been a dream. It had felt so damn real. The night wasn’t even half over. I wanted to weep.
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        November – Dallas, Texas

      

      

      The Scarlet Hell killed with a will of its own—without discriminating—leaving no survivors. No quarantine could hold it; no antiviral could stop it. The men responsible for creating the epidemic virus from which it mutated had disappeared, leaving Dr. Indiana Jones to fight it on her own.

      Scattered gunfire, booming explosions, and an angry mob chanting “death to Dr. Jones” did not make ideal working conditions. The four soldiers carrying scary machine guns while pacing around her converted desk worktable didn’t help either. But the men surrounding Indie loved her, and they’d sworn to guard her and her lab with their lives.

      Were they foolish to think they could take a vacation? They’d fought so hard to end the Scarlet Infection, and they needed—no, they deserved—a getaway. As soon as Indie realized the virus had mutated, they let their flight to Cancun take off without them, stranding them at the airport hotel. Her men had ditched their civilian clothes and donned their fatigues and boots. She didn’t even know they’d packed them. Always soldiers. They’d also acquired weapons and other vital equipment necessary for defending themselves while the world crumbled into chaos. She didn’t ask how or why. Those questions she reserved for her work.

      The floor under her feet trembled as a too-close explosion sent the slide under her microscope lens rattling across the stage. “Will someone please tell them to stop blowing things up?” She tightened the clips and adjusted the focus.

      “As you wish, Doc.” Sergeant Cody Taggert marched out on the hotel room’s balcony and yelled, “Knock it off, assholes!”

      Chunks of masonry cracked against the sliding glass door as an answering bullet struck the wall next to his head, sending Cody diving for cover behind Indie’s table. His wild, wavy hair flopped in his eyes like a cocker spaniel’s ear. He’d stopped cutting it when they’d questioned their status with the Army some weeks ago, a sign that he’d gone rogue while the others kept up regulations. He flipped it back with a defiant toss of his head and grinned up at her, green eyes glittering with untamed mischief.

      “Brilliant move, dumbass.” Chief Warrant Officer Jack Ramsey snorted and offered a hand to help the young sergeant stand. “That was never going to work.”

      He clapped his hand into Jack’s palm and bounced into his chest when Jack pulled him to his feet. “You never know until you try.” With a smooth move everyone except Indie ignored, Cody ground his hips against Jack’s. Then he spun and blew a kiss at Indie.

      Their brazen flirting dragged Indie’s mind away from her test results and tossed it in the gutter. “Is that why you tried him?” She tilted her head toward Jack, who managed to blush and snarl at the same time. God, she loved his growly face. The man rarely smiled, and to be honest, his resting grouch face gave her a little thrill. But when Jack smiled at her, she tingled all the way to her toes.

      “Pretty much.” Cody adjusted the front of his pants.

      The scar angled above Jack’s upper lip whitened when he scowled, but his blue eyes lit as he tried to fight off a smile and failed. “Tried me and liked me.” He’d let his hair get longer too, and it swept his eyes like a loving caress.

      Hot damn, when the two of them turned their lusty grins on each other all of Indie’s synapses fired at once, rendering her incapable of coherent thought.

      “Licked you, liked you. All the same to me.” Cody flicked the tip of his tongue across his lips.

      Indie fanned her face with her hand as heat crept up her neck to singe her cheeks. She’d witnessed their mutual liking and more, and it never failed to melt several million brain cells into orgasmic goo. Damn it, she needed those to focus on her task. “You boys are making me stupid hot. Stop distracting me.”

      “Agreed,” Major Austin Tucker grumbled. “Knock it off and pay attention. It’s getting scary out there.” He waved the barrel of his rifle toward the windows. “Get back to your posts.”

      Jack patted Cody on the butt while Cody slid his hand over Jack’s zipper before the two darted behind the heavy drapes.

      With order somewhat restored, Indie picked up her slide and eased it under the microscope lens. “If this test fails…” She bit her lower lip. The rest of her sentence felt like overkill.

      Austin peeked over her shoulder as he paced behind her. “We’ll keep trying.”

      “We?” Under normal circumstances, his close supervision would’ve grated on her nerves, but she’d gotten used to having her soldiers nearby—preferred it, even. She leaned back slightly to brush her butt against Austin on his return pass, and he rewarded her comfort seeking with a squeeze of her ass cheek. The close-trimmed, Army-compliant beard he’d worn since she’d first met him had gotten thicker, softening his set jaw and highlighting his intense blue eyes.

      Lieutenant Eli Cobb stepped forward. As the only black man in the group, he naturally stood out from the other soldiers. His gentle smile and weary eyes belied a mind always at work, always alert. “Tell us what you need.”

      “I need someone to survive this.” Indie sighed. She’d hoped the antibodies the guys had built up after enduring the Scarlet Infection would lead her to a cure for the mutation, but so far, all of her tests had failed.

      Cody abandoned his post at the window again, marching across to room to stand before her. “I’ll be your lab rat, Doc.”

      “The fuck you will!” Jack chased after him, snagging his arm to drag him away from her test tubes.

      “No one’s volunteering to be an experiment.” Austin shook his head and used the butt of his rifle to direct the men back toward the window.

      Cody sidestepped the Major’s efforts to herd him. “We all survived the Scarlet Infection, so we might have an edge on the Scarlet Hell. I’m the youngest one of us, the hardiest, the best looking–”

      “The craziest.” Jack cuffed him upside the head. “You’re willing to gamble with your life?”

      “Wouldn’t be the first time.” Unrelenting mischief sparked in Cody’s eyes.

      “Fucking nuts,” Eli muttered.

      “Cody, you’re an angel.” Indie placed her hand on his shoulder and kissed his cheek. “But hell no.” She refused to risk any of them.

      Austin lost his cool and roared at the men under his command. “No one is volunteering to be an experiment!”

      Of course, they ignored him. “Fallen angel,” Cody corrected her with a rare serious tone.

      Indeed. Indie suppressed a smile. “I was immune to the first virus, so I thought—I hoped—that my blood would hold the key to the cure for its mutation, but so far, nothing works.” Indie mashed her lips together, unable to keep them from quivering.

      Eli picked up the TV remote and increased the volume.

      Indie glanced up at the noise and recognized the picture on the screen.

      “The Army is struggling to keep order as panicked residents attempt to flee the Scarlet Hell’s infection. Reports of rioting and looting in major cities across the country filter in as social barriers break down. Bodies litter the streets because people are afraid to properly tend to the dead. Desperate protestors have gathered in front of a hotel near the airport, the last reported sighting of Dr. Indiana Jones. Some experts place blame for the mutation squarely on her. But questions remain as to her exact whereabouts. Is she still in Dallas, and if so, why hasn’t she come forward with a cure? Why hasn’t she saved us?”

      “I’m trying!” Indie clapped her hand over her mouth, but a sob burst through. “I’m working as fast as I can. Testing everything, every one of us. They’ve all failed!” She wrung her hands and circled her worktable. “I can’t do this. I can’t–” She stopped in her tracks and took a deep breath. “I can’t give up. There’s got to be something else I can do. I need…help. I need a new sample. That’s it!” She grabbed a syringe and marched toward the door. “I’ll go out and–”

      “No!” All four soldiers surrounded her, penning her in.

      “Yes!” She shoved Austin’s shoulder as Eli snatched the needle from her hand. “I can do this. I can! You’ve got to let me out.”

      Cody frowned at Jack. “Doc’s wound up tighter than her sexy scientist bun.”

      Jack cradled her elbow and pulled her close. “Do you need an orgasm?”

      Indie shook off the idea. “We don’t have time.” She tried to push between them, but the walls of muscle would not move.

      “That’s not what I asked you.” Jack spoke in a low tone, firm yet soothing.

      Indie caught her breath and recalled his question. An orgasm. God, yes, she needed one. The endorphin rush had always released her tension before, especially with four sculpted soldiers lending a hand, or a tongue, or… A hot tingle zipped down her spine at the memory. “Of course, I do.”

      “She’s right.” Eli glanced out the window as shouts echoed from the hotel entrance below. The death chant increased in volume while curls of smoke floated up past the balcony. “We don’t have time.”

      “That’s why I need to get out now!” Indie jerked her arm from Jack’s grip and rushed toward the door.

      Austin caught her and hauled her in against his chest. “We have time for this.” His big hand swung, connecting his open palm with her bottom.

      “Ow!” Indie flinched back and rubbed her stinging butt, fixing a glare at the grinning major. “How did that help?”

      Austin shrugged. “It helped me.”

      “Me too.” Cody gripped his crotch while Jack and Eli grunted their apparent agreement.

      The sound of breaking glass and twisting metal jarred Indie from her panicked haze. Eli ran to the balcony and looked down. “They broke through the door. We’re out of time!” He darted back inside as the window shattered behind him, pelting his back with shards of glass.

      Jack and Austin swept Indie out the door while Cody and Eli grabbed their backpacks and followed them down the hall.

      “My lab equipment!”

      “Leave it.” Austin curled his arm around her waist. “If we don’t get out now, we never will.”

      She turned in their arms and stretched out her hand only to smack Cody in the face.

      “We gotta save our asses first, Doc.”

      No! She’d saved herself while her mother lay dying in the hospital, and when she’d finally found the cure for the Scarlet Infection and returned to her family, she’d found her father and sister dead, her brother Monte missing. “And then what?”

      No one answered her.

      Jack yanked the stairwell door open and pointed his gun inside. Angry shouts echoed up the cement shaft. “Can’t go that way.”

      Austin whirled and ran toward the opposite end of the hall, dragging Indie by the arm. She stumbled on her feet as Cody and Eli spun to follow them. The stairwell door on that end flew open, and a mob spilled through.

      Cody skidded in front of the elevators and slapped both the up and down buttons. “Stall them!”

      Austin and Jack fired in opposite directions, spraying the walls with bullets. Chunks of paint and drywall flew toward the protestors, driving them back.

      Eli scanned an elevator a few feet away from the main bank then reached up and pressed a hidden button at the top of the frame. The doors immediately slid open. “Service elevator.”

      “Get inside!” Cody shoved Indie into the car then dragged Eli with him while Jack and Austin backed in, firing as the doors closed.

      They collapsed against the walls and caught their breath as the elevator lurched upward. Indie pressed her hand to her slamming heart. “Why are we going up?”

      “Front doors are compromised,” Eli informed her. “If we can get to the parking garage, we might be able to find a vehicle to get us out of here.”

      “If? Might? That’s a lot of gambling.” She preferred facts, not probabilities.

      Cody cracked his infamous cocky grin. “Place your bet with us, Doc. My money’s on Eli’s brain, Austin’s lead, Jack’s gun, and my balls.”

      “Sounds like a sure thing.” Indie smiled and kissed him.

      The elevator stopped at the roof, and the men spilled out, guns first, Indie in their center.

      “Garage is that way.” Eli took off toward the edge of the building. The guys all paused beside him and stared down.

      “Ten, twelve-foot drop.” Austin eyed the parking area below. “Doable?” He glanced at Eli.

      Eli frowned. “It’ll hurt.”

      Cody moved along the ledge. “Shorter if we jump on top of that.” He pointed to a moving truck backed against the hotel’s exterior.

      Indie peered over the side, and her heartbeat faltered. “I can’t do that.”

      “I’ll go first.” Austin stroked her arm. “You jump with Cody. I’ll catch you.”

      Blood rushed through her limbs, making her head spin. “Promise?”

      Austin nodded. “Jack and Eli, cover us.” He stared past them at the advancing mob. “Go!” Then he dropped over the ledge.

      Cody grabbed her hand as bullets zipped past them. “Tuck and roll, Doc.”

      Indie held her breath and jumped. Her feet hit the truck’s metal roof too quickly, jarring her skull as she pitched forward into Austin’s waiting arms.

      Eli and Jack followed and they scrambled to the ground, taking cover inside the cab.

      “Can you hotwire this thing?” Austin shot a glare at Cody.

      “Absofuckinlutely.” Cody whipped out his pocket knife, stripped the wires, and crossed them, grinning with hopeful glee. Nothing happened. “Damn it.”

      “Get it started, Sergeant.” Austin snarled at him and fired out the passenger side window.

      He pulled another wire loose and stripped that. “I got it, I got it.” Still nothing. “Fuck.” Cody’s hands shook as he crossed the wires in different combinations. “Fuck me to hell and back.”

      Eli peered in the passenger side mirror. “Shit! They’re coming!” He hoisted his rifle to his shoulder.

      Indie clutched Cody’s trembling arm. “Hurry!”

      “Why isn’t this working?” Cody slid to the floor and dug under the dash, pulling more wires loose as a bullet screamed through the open driver’s side window and struck the headrest he’d been leaning against. “Shit. If I can’t get this thing started, we’re all gonna die.”

      Jack crawled over Indie and aimed his rifle out the window, putting down the guy who’d gotten off the lucky shot. “One threat eliminated.”

      Cody let out a string of curses, scattering bits of metal and plastic on the floor mats. “Well, I’ll be a son of a motherfucker…” He shoved Jack aside and leaped back into the driver’s seat. Something gleamed between his fingers while he stabbed at the steering column. “Where the fuck is the slot?”

      Bullets rang off the concrete around them, peppering masonry against the truck. Cody flinched and dragged his hand through his hair. “We’re so fucked.”

      “Do you need an orgasm too?” Jack cradled his rifle and brushed his hand against Cody’s thigh.

      Cody snarled and jammed the key into the ignition, cranking it hard. The engine roared as he stomped the gas pedal to the floor. His eyes rolled back in his head, and he moaned out loud. “In progress.” He jerked the stickshift back so fast the gears ground as the truck jolted forward. Lunatic laughter echoed inside the cab, and Jack cringed when Cody puckered a kiss at him.

      “That explains a lot.” Eli arched his eyebrow at Austin, who nodded wide-eyed as if some great mystery had finally been solved.

      Austin reached behind Jack and Indie to pat Cody on the shoulder. “Well done, Sergeant Taggert.”

      “Fuck you very much, Major.” He turned the truck toward the exit, leaving the hotel chaos behind and heading into the unknown.
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      Black smoke obscured the horizon, blowing north from an unseen source. Cody kept a close eye on the gas gauge, but every time he peeked at it, the needle had dipped closer to E. “We need to find a gas station.” They’d been driving for close to three hours, maybe four, and time had stretched into an endless blur.

      “Uh-huh.” Austin acknowledged his urgency as they passed another exit jammed with cars seeking fuel for their escape.

      “Everyone’s heading west.” Eli turned in his seat, glancing back at the long line of traffic filling the opposite side of the interstate.

      Cody peered down the road. No one in front of them. He glanced in the rearview mirror. No one behind them either. “That’s a bad sign.”

      “Should we turn around?” Indie pressed her hand to Cody’s leg and looked back over his shoulder.

      The woman contained a surprising amount of strength in that small hand. Cody pried her fingertips from his thigh and touched her knuckles to his lips. “I’m never going back to Texas, darlin’.” Too many ghosts for his liking. Some of them might even be dead now.

      She faced forward again while Austin shook his head. “We’d just get stuck in that mess. Keep heading east.”

      An eerie orange glow illuminated the horizon, opposite the afternoon sun. Smoke billowed in great white clouds, rising up from a city landscape while flames licked underneath. “The fire is spreading.” Eli watched it with an unwavering stare “White smoke means it’s found something new to burn.”

      “Coming this way?” Austin tensed his grip on his rifle, as if it would do any good.

      Eli shook his head. “No, the wind’s blowing it north.” He studied the map he’d found in the glove compartment. “Take the next exit and go south. That’ll get us around it.”

      Cody shot a sideways glance at Austin and got a confirming nod. They didn’t have much of a choice. Traffic spilled off the entrance ramp and cut across the eastbound lanes in front of them to drive across the median, attempting to merge into the westbound lanes. Some gave up the effort and drove west on the wrong side of the interstate. Cody laid on the horn as a packed Honda headed straight for them. He swerved onto the exit ramp, just missing the vehicle.

      “Well, that took balls.” Cody couldn’t decide if he wanted to punch the guy or give him a high-five. To the face. With a coffee table. He pulled up to the traffic signal, forced to wait at a green light because the old laws obviously no longer applied.

      The pickup truck behind them apparently disagreed with Cody’s decision and drove around their moving truck, shooting out onto the highway and causing a northbound sedan to slam on its brakes. The SUV behind it didn’t have enough time to stop, slamming into the car’s back end with a shattering crash. The pickup truck either didn’t see or didn’t care about the accident it caused and drove down the embankment to get to the interstate.

      “I’m fucking crazy but at least I’m not a rude asshole.”

      The SUV’s driver got out of his vehicle and approached the car he’d hit. The woman behind the wheel shoved her door open and tumbled out. She stood on wobbly legs, her face pale and her eyes glazed.

      Cody spotted the handgun tucked into the SUV driver’s waistband behind his back. “This isn’t going to end well.”

      The two drivers yelled at each other, each blaming someone else for the accident. The SUV’s driver’s family, a wife and three kids in the back seat, waved at him from inside the vehicle, urging him to come back. He ignored them, advancing on the staggering woman. And then she coughed.

      Red blood spattered onto his white shirt. Another cough seized her, flinging blood into his face while he stood stunned, staring at the blood dripping from his hands.

      Indie gasped. “Oh God, he’s exposed.”

      They held their breath, stunned, as the man raised his bloody hand and wiped his eyes.

      “No!” Cody slapped his palm against the window.

      Jack shrank back against the seat. “Why did he do that?”

      “A reflex action,” Eli tried to rationalize.

      Austin shook his head. “That’s a death sentence.”

      The infected woman had collapsed, convulsing on the ground. Screams carried through the SUV’s closed windows while the man she’d infected pulled out his gun and shot her in the head.

      Cody sucked in his breath. “She’s better off.” Damn it! He shouldn’t have said that out loud. Cody peeked at the others and caught them nodding. Indie slid her hand down his arm to clutch his fingers while tears rolled down her cheeks.

      His wife crawled across the driver’s seat and tried to open the door, fumbling with the lock. The bloodied man shook his head, and said three words they couldn’t hear, but each of them understood. I love you. He put the gun to his temple and pulled the trigger.

      The gunshot echoed while his wife screamed. Metal sheared and glass shattered as a chain reaction accident ricocheted behind the stopped vehicles and dead bodies. A semi-truck hit a small sports car, sending it spinning toward the moving truck.

      Cody stomped on the gas, reacting before he could think. He rammed the truck through the stalled traffic, forcing his way onto the highway, south toward freedom from the death and chaos.

      “Go!” Austin shouted, slapping the seat like a jockey on a racehorse. “Don’t stop until we have to.”

      Silence invaded the cab, shocked stillness that robbed them of their words. The sky cleared, sparkling blue in the late afternoon sun. Cody couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen a more perfect day. A quick glance in the rearview mirror reminded him that it was all an illusion, and as he turned east, a burning magnolia tree marked the entrance to hell. Flaming blossoms plopped on the truck as he headed into downtown. A smoking car sat in front of a looted and charred electronics store. The restaurant next door had its windows shattered, chairs and dishes scattered on the sidewalk. In the middle of the street, two men argued over red gas cans. One pulled out a handgun, and the other immediately surrendered. The man with the gun took both cans and ran off down a dark alley.

      The engine chugged, sucking fumes, no doubt. “This is the end of the line.” Cody pulled over and parked in front of a ransacked liquor store.

      “Great choice of words.” Jack grumbled.

      They crawled out of the cramped cab, stretching and surveying their surroundings.

      Austin leaned over the steering wheel and frowned at the dashboard gauges. “We need to find gas.”

      “That could be a challenge.” Jack never argued. He just pointed out the obstacles.

      “I don’t care what you have to do to get it.” Austin leveled a steady gaze at him. “You and Eli get the job done. Cody, Indie, and I will find shelter.”

      Jack turned to head out, but Indie grabbed his arm, holding him back as she clutched Austin’s sleeve. “We shouldn’t split up.”

      “They’ll be all right.” Austin laced his fingers with hers.

      Jack dug her fingers from his bicep. He kissed her cheek then guided her toward Cody. All four men shouldered their backpacks, then Eli stepped beside Jack, and the two soldiers headed off on their mission while Indie fretted.

      “Don’t worry, Doc.” Cody laid his hand on her shaking shoulder. “Jack’s the best man to find what we need, and Eli’s a better guide than a bloodhound.”

      “Come on.” Austin’s knuckles turned white around the barrel of his weapon. “Let’s find a safe place.” He turned down the sidewalk, leading them away from the liquor store.

      Cody pulled out his sidearm and handed it to Indie. “Remember what we taught you?”

      “Take time to aim.” She nodded and took it from him.

      “Good. Safety’s off. You’re a lethal weapon now.” He winked at her as she caught up to Austin, keeping close with the firearm raised and ready.

      Austin paused in front of a small grocery store. The metal accordion gates had been stretched closed and locked, but someone had obviously broken through. He stepped through the jagged hole and frowned at the nearly bare shelves. “You take the left side,” he nodded in the direction Cody should go. “We’ll go right. Stay close,” he muttered to Indie.

      Cody patrolled as ordered, wishing he’d been trusted to accompany Indie, but understanding she was safer with the rock-solid major than an unstable risk-taker like him.

      A gunshot rang out, and they all froze, waiting for the inevitable chaos. But none followed and silence descended over them.

      “Hope that wasn’t one of our guys.” No doubt Cody said what they’d all been thinking.

      “Finding anything useful over there, Sergeant?” Austin called to him over the stripped shelves.

      Wooden kitchen matches lay scattered across the shelf next to a bag of rubber bands and a box of pitted prunes. Hell yeah, he could put that stuff to good use, but he decided to keep those wild ideas to himself. “No.”

      “Everything’s gone, and what wasn’t taken is damaged beyond repair.” A hollow metal clang echoed down the aisle as Indie slapped her hand on a bare shelf.

      Cody kicked aside a stray soup can as he wandered back toward the front of the store. Black scorch marks streaked the narrow hallway between the buildings. He peered into the dark and spotted something that looked out of place.

      “Major.” Cody called him over to a descending staircase. “There’s another store downstairs.” He’d barely seen the brightly painted welcome sign. “Maybe it was overlooked.”

      “Good thinking, Sergeant.” No matter how many shenanigans Cody pulled, the major always praised him when he did something right. Austin crept down the stairs, rifle first. When he reached the bottom, he squinted through the door’s frosted window then tried the handle. “Door’s locked.”

      Heavy boot thumps mingled with light sandal steps as Cody and Indie strode down to meet him. “Want me to burn it down?” Cody grinned. Why’d he leave the matches behind?

      Austin gaped at him like he was nuts. “No, I want it intact in case we need to defend ourselves on the other side.” He jiggled the knob again, but the door didn’t budge. “Can you pick the lock?”

      Despite his rigid regulation enforcing habits, the major often took advantage of Cody’s non-regulation skills. “Damn straight.” He patted his pockets, felt nothing useful, then reached over and patted his commanding officer’s ass.

      Austin flailed away from him. “What the fuck?”

      Nothing useful there either. “I need a tool to stick in the hole.” Cody winked then eyed the silky black bun nestled at Indie’s nape. “Can you spare a hairpin, Doc?”

      She pulled one out and handed it to him.

      Austin cocked an eyebrow. “A tool for the hole?”

      “Yep.” Cody slipped the hairpin into the lock. “Ease it in, feel around, and then, ahh…she releases.” He turned the knob and the door opened a crack.

      Austin shook his head. “How the fuck did you make that dirty?”

      “Everything’s dirty if you try hard enough.” Cody winked. “Now, push your gun into the crack and slip inside.”

      “Good lord.” Austin rolled his eyes and Indie giggled. The major glared at Cody and stepped forward. “Get behind me.”

      Cody snickered.

      “Not like that.” Austin grabbed Cody’s shoulder and pushed him ahead. “You go first.”

      “Yes, sir.” Cody hauled his mind out of the gutter and focused on his task. There could be someone with a gun on the other side of that door, waiting to shoot him right between the eyes. There could be someone in trouble—sick—or dead. He eased his hard steel barrel into the beckoning space—what the fuck is wrong with me?—and sucked in a breath.

      The powerful scent of old leather and ink wrinkled his nose. Floor to ceiling bookshelves lined three walls and made three rows between them. A long counter ran along the wall beside the door, a cash register at one end and display cases loaded with fancy chocolates at the other. The space in the middle of the store was furnished like a comfortable home with a wooden table and four chairs sitting opposite a plush couch. None of it had been disturbed. No damage, nothing stolen as far as he could tell.

      “Sergeant?” Austin waited behind him.

      Cody stepped aside and waved him in. “Come.”

      Austin gave him a funny look as he passed by, but then he surveyed their surroundings and relaxed. “We’ll wait here until Jack and Eli return.”

      “Oh my God, it’s a secret bookstore.” Indie’s squeal echoed among the stacks as she spun in the center of the room, arms spread wide as if hugging all the books.

      Cody wished he could make her smile like that. He’d made her come many times, but he’d never made her eyes light up like a giddy librarian. He elbowed Austin. “Now, if watching her get excited about books doesn’t fire your rocket launcher, then you ain’t human.”

      “Got that right,” Austin grunted.

      Indie’s spin faltered and she stopped suddenly, nearly falling over herself. “Chocolate!” She clapped her hands together and ran to the counter. “Pastries, cookies, and coffee. And books! We’re in heaven.”

      “That’s not right because I’m here.” An angel like her could never exist alongside him for long.

      Indie laughed and shoved Cody’s shoulder. “Want some coffee?”

      “Anything you want, darlin’.” His heart fluttered, jealous of the coffee.

      Indie opened the bottled water Austin had found in a mini-fridge and poured it into the coffeemaker while Cody ground the coffee beans, filling the store with the rich scent.

      “I missed chocolate so much.” Indie stuck a dark square in her mouth then grabbed every single piece off the display and shoved it in her bag.

      Austin laughed at her. “Got enough?”

      “Never.”

      The door creaked and slowly swung open. Their laughter ceased as Cody and Austin scrambled for their weapons, training them on the men who’d descended the stairs.

      Jack peered down the barrel of his rifle then shrugged and lowered it. “See?” He turned back to grimace at Eli. “Told you it was them.”

      Austin lowered his weapon and signaled Cody to do the same. “How’d you find us?”

      Eli nodded toward Indie, still pointing her handgun at them from behind the coffee machine. “We smelled the coffee.” He smiled and stepped toward her. “Stand down, doctor.”

      “Oh. Right.” She tucked the weapon away.

      “Did you accomplish your mission?” Austin asked.

      “Yes, sir,” Jack reported. “The truck is gassed up and ready to go.”

      “The fire is moving away from us.” Eli volunteered information Austin hadn’t asked for but needed to know. “As long as the wind keeps blowing it north, we’re in a safe location.”

      “Good.” Austin acknowledged his soldier’s assessment with a nod. “We’ll rest here for a while.”

      “And then?”

      “Consider all options.”

      “All right. Meanwhile, I’m going to check out the books.” Eli disappeared among the long rows of bookshelves.

      Cody had rounded up five mugs, filling them to the brim with hot coffee.

      Austin took one and handed another to Jack. “How’d you get the gas so fast?”

      “I thought you said you didn’t care.” Jack accepted the mug and met his commanding officer’s gaze with equal authority.

      “I don’t.” Austin sipped his coffee, doing his best to look casual while waiting for Jack to tell the story.

      Jack shot a skeptical glance at Cody, then strolled over to sit at the table. “We caught up with the guy who stole the gas cans. His truck was full of TVs, computers, expensive shit.” He spoke to everyone and no one in particular.

      “Necessary survival gear?” Cody pulled out a chair beside him.

      “Not exactly.” Jack took a deep drink. “We asked him where he was headed with all that stuff, and he flipped us off.”

      Austin leaned back against the nearest bookshelf. “Nice guy.”

      “His fingers were covered with blood. We thought he might’ve hurt someone, but then he coughed up more blood.”

      Indie scooted her chair closer to Jack, examining him without touching. “You kept your distance, right?”

      He indulged her concern with a smile. “Yes, doctor, and we used the latex gloves Eli had in his backpack when we carried the gas cans back to our truck.”

      “He just handed them over to you?” Austin scowled over the rim of his mug.

      “No, I shot him.” Jack admitted the deed like it was an everyday occurrence. At one time it had been. “Didn’t kill him. I’m not that guy anymore.” He wrapped both hands around his coffee, staring into the black depths.

      “You did the right thing.” Austin declared him not guilty. “You couldn’t let an infected person leave.”

      “I know.” Jack blinked, clearing away the past.

      The fleeting image of an old ghost did not escape Cody’s notice. “You probably should’ve killed him.”

      “I can’t imagine how he must be suffering.” Indie shivered and clutched her hot coffee.

      “Yeah.” A wry smile twisted Jack’s lips, and he laid a hand on Indie’s knee. “Here I was trying to be the good guy, and I fucked it up.”

      Cody recognized a kindred fuckup when he saw one, and while he and Jack were completely different brands, they’d bonded long-term. Somehow Jack had risen above his mistakes to become a better man than he thought he was. Maybe someday Cody would get there too.

      Eli wandered back, so immersed in a book that he didn’t see the group seated at the table and walked into Cody’s chair.

      “His Twisted Choice.” Cody read the cover. “What the fuck is that?”

      “An erotic romance novel. I read the first two books in the series and got hooked. This is steamy stuff.”

      Cody rose and peeked over his shoulder. “You read romance novels?”

      “I read everything,” Eli sneered without looking away from the page.

      “I expected you to bring back a volume of Shakespeare or Dostoyevsky, not this mindless crap,” Jack scoffed.

      “I like it because it’s mindless.” Eli looked down on them like they were simpletons. “I don’t have to think, just enjoy. My brain needs a break once in a while.”

      “I get that.” Jack nodded. “It’s an escape.”

      “Exactly. And it’s stimulating in other ways.” Eli flipped through the pages. “The boyfriend is telling her to imagine a threesome with his best friend.”

      “Imaginary threesome?” Cody rolled his eyes. “Amateurs. We can do better than that.” He winked at Indie, but she didn’t respond.

      He stood and signaled the guys to huddle up, and as they circled around him, he lowered his voice. “Doc’s still agitated, but I got an idea. Follow my lead.” Without waiting for their cooperation, he broke formation and strode over to Indie, approaching from behind. Her shoulders hunched at his touch, but when he slid his arms around her waist and dipped his head to nibble her neck, she sighed and relaxed in his embrace. “Hey, darlin’, are you okay?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t help wondering if I missed something. If there’s something else I could’ve done.” The light in her eyes dimmed, and she hugged her shoulders.

      She needed a major distraction. A sergeant, a chief, and a lieutenant too. “I think you need some cock therapy.”

      He expected her to agree, and no doubt she expected him to drop his pants, but Cody had other ideas.

      A spark of interest flickered in her beautiful brown eyes. “Do I, now?”

      “Come here.” His hand slid down her arm to link with hers, and he led her to the table where Jack sat munching on a cookie. “I’ve got one to offer you.”

      Jack licked crumbs off his lips and leaned back, spreading his legs wide to show off the bulge inside his pants.

      Indie smiled but hung back. “Just one?”

      “As many as you want.” Cody bowed to her then spun to face his fellow soldiers. “Line up, men. Pants down, cocks at full attention.”

      Austin stiffened, but not the way he was supposed to. “I don’t take orders from you.”

      Contrary major had to go and fuck up his plans. “This isn’t about us.” Cody hissed through gritted teeth. “It’s for her.”

      “All right, then.” Austin acknowledged Cody’s demands with a single nod, as close as he’d ever get to saluting a subordinate officer.

      Zippers screeched, jeans rustled, and belts hit the floor with heavy thuds. Jack’s bare thigh brushed Cody’s as the four men lined up with their backs to the table, facing Indie, who took a seat on the couch while they showed off their best goods. Cody leaned forward a bit and peered sideways down the line, comparing their equipment. Eli’s cock was by far the biggest overall—frightening, almost—but Jack’s girth held a scary sexy appeal to both men and women. Austin’s dick claimed the length title, but Cody’s left-leaning curve left his conquests clamoring for more.

      Indie’s eyes widened, and a smile flirted with her lips. Her thighs parted, and she tugged her skirt up a few inches. God, he loved watching her get excited, not just for him, but for all of her men.

      And he loved watching Jack get hard for her. Jack hadn’t been with anyone else since he and Cody met. Cody knew Jack loved women too, and he sometimes worried that Jack needed some pussy, that his dick wasn’t enough. Loving Indie together had taken away that fear and added a new level of passion to their already volatile connection.

      Indie unbuttoned the front of her flowery dress. “I need to get my clothes off.” She stood and shrugged out of it, letting the light fabric float to the floor, leaving her in a sky blue satin bra and matching panties. The pale color contrasted nicely with her brown skin, the same way Cody’s fading tan clashed against her dark body when they connected.

      Austin sucked in a ragged breath. “You trying to make us harder?”

      “Not possible.” Jack’s erection had reached full extension, most likely due to the presence of both his woman and his man.

      Eli smiled at Indie while she reached behind her back to unhook her bra. “You’re already naked to me. You always are. I don’t even notice what you’re wearing. I’m like Superman. My x-ray vision sees right through your clothes.”

      The clasp gave way and the straps slid down her arms as the weight of her freed breasts assisted Indie in dropping her bra off. “I’d expect something like that from wild boy Cody, but not you, Mr. Rational.”

      Eli winked at her. “My dirty little secret.”

      She pulled the remaining hairpins from her bun and shook her head. Her shiny black hair curled around her arms as she bent over to slide her panties to her ankles, hiding her nakedness until she stood upright again and blessed them all with a full-frontal view. She’d never once been shy with them, never complained about one breast being slightly larger than the other or that her hips flared too wide. None of them had ever found fault with her body, and they’d each explored it fully. Indie sat on the couch again, crossing her ankles and resting her hands in her lap like a proper naked young lady.

      Cody gripped his cock at the base and stroked all the way up. From the corner of his eye, he caught sight of the other three men doing the same. Small moans and quiet grunts echoed while they waited for her to make a move. Cody framed his full erection with his hands. “Who do you want first, darlin’?”

      “Hmm…” Pure mischief danced in her eyes, and she tapped her fingertip on her lips. Her gaze drifted from one man to the next, intently focused on their offerings as if choosing her favorite ice cream from the dairy case. She clapped her hand over her eyes and groaned as if the sight of four erect penises was too much for her. “Oh God, this is so hard.”

      Jack snickered. “Damn right it is.”

      “Shut up and let her concentrate.” Cody smacked Jack’s bare ass.

      Jack reached over and squeezed Cody’s balls. Cody’s eyes drifted shut, and sweet heat rolled up his cock in waves that rocked him from root to tip.

      “Okay, that settles it. I want Austin and Eli.” She beckoned them to join her on the couch.

      Austin sat beside her and unlaced his boots, pushing them off with his toes while Eli shoved his unzipped pants to the floor, then picked them up and dug through his pockets for a condom.

      “Well, fuck,” Jack grumbled.

      “As you wish, darlin’.” Only mildly disappointed that she hadn’t chosen him, Cody stripped off the rest of his clothes and sat on the table to watch. Jack yanked his shirt over his head and parked his bare butt beside Cody. They reached for each other’s cocks at the same time, and their mutual moans drew Indie’s attention.

      “That’s what I like.” She sighed, staring at the action on the table while Austin slipped his hand between her thighs and Eli kissed the side of her neck. “Playing with them while I watch you two play with each other.” She fumbled with the buttons on Austin’s camouflage jacket, unable to open them efficiently without looking at what she was doing.

      The major shook his head and finished the task for her, adding his clothes to the pile on the floor. He got up to retrieve a box of condoms from his backpack and set them on the armrest within easy reach before reclaiming his spot on the couch.

      Eli cupped both her breasts in his big hand. “The woman’s got an agenda.” He wore nothing but the condom he’d found.

      “I like it. I like it a lot.” Jack bent over and sucked Cody’s cock into his mouth. The wet heat zipped tingles straight to his balls, tightening them up and practically begging for release.

      Cody sank his fingers into Jack’s hair. “Go slow, man. Save some for her.” The rolling boil settled to a steady simmer, keeping the flame burning just under control.

      Jack grunted, probably agreeing. Cody leaned back on his hands to give Jack better access while he watched Austin and Eli pleasure his woman. No—their woman. One man couldn’t claim her, and none of them gave a damn that she refused to choose between them.

      Austin dropped to his knees on the floor and pressed his face between Indie’s spread legs while Eli kissed her and stroked her nipples with his fingers. Cody tapped Jack on the head and pointed to the couch. Keeping Cody’s cock trapped between his lips, Jack turned to watch the threesome. Cody slid his hand between the table and Jack’s hips and found an erection just as stiff as his. Obviously, they shared the same pleasure in watching Indie fuck the other two guys. He fondled Jack’s cock with a lazy grip, maintaining their connection and his lover’s erection until Indie decided she wanted their services.

      “Harder!” She gasped and dug her fingers into Austin’s scalp, and then she came, crying out and clamping her thighs around his head. Her vise grip didn’t deter him, and Eli bent down to suck her nipples while she squirmed between them.

      Cody’s rhythm faltered, but Jack’s never wavered. God, he’s gonna kill me. Cody bit his lip and dropped down on the table, staring at the ceiling and counting squares in the paneling until Indie’s moans subsided.

      Austin crawled up on the couch while Indie straddled Eli’s lap, sliding down on his upright cock and facing the table while she rode him. She took Austin’s cock in her hand, stroking and twisting while he leaned back with a dopey smile on his face.

      Indie settled back against Eli’s chest, focusing her gaze at the naked men on the table. “How did you two get involved with each other?”

      Cody propped himself up on his free arm. “The first time I met Jack, we were both naked.”

      She gasped, probably from Eli’s monster cock driving into her rather than Cody’s not-surprising-to-anyone confession. “Oh my. How did that happen?”

      An audible pop sounded as Jack sat up and wiped his mouth. “Group showers at the base.”

      Cody grinned, recalling their first encounter while they pulled each other’s cocks again. “There was this blind corner. I walked straight into him. Boom! Dicks-smacking, balls-slapping collision. I’d seen naked guys before, played football all my life, locker rooms, no big deal. I’d even slapped a bare ass or two. But the full-frontal contact with Jack gave me an instant boner.” He turned and shot a questioning eyebrow arch at Jack. “And you were already hard.”

      Jack blushed. “Someone had left a Playboy magazine open to the centerfold on the towel shelf. Miss July…beautiful woman.”

      Cody’s shallow laugh turned into a deep moan as Jack’s grip tightened. “He was a complete gentleman about it, apologized, but I caught a spark in his eye.” He’d never forget that look. Running into Jack had changed his life. “He got dressed, and I went to shower, ignored the centerfold and got off thinking about him instead. Thought that would expel the demon, but twenty minutes later, I came again.”

      “Twenty minutes.” Austin shook his head, but Cody caught a hint of envy in the older man’s tone.

      Jack adjusted his strokes and narrowed his eyes at Cody. “You never told me that.”

      “Yup.” He might as well confess everything. They’d been in each other’s pants ever since, so he had nothing left to hide. “I couldn’t stop thinking about you, wanting to see you again—not just naked—and it freaked me out.” Very few women had gotten into his head the way Jack did.

      “But you were cool about it the next day.” Jack’s stiffening cock appeared contrary to the confusion in his eyes.

      Cody smiled. He’d faked the calm, jammed his shaking hands in his pockets to keep from ripping Jack’s clothes off. “That’s what I wanted you to think.”

      “So all the time we were hanging out…”

      Drinking together, playing cards, swapping stories about women. Cody could only think about one thing. “I wanted to get down on my knees and taste that beast.”

      “It wasn’t just lack of action and a lot of liquor?”

      Tequila, to be exact. “No.” That same night, a pretty female private had offered herself to Cody, but he’d turned her down to go meet Jack. “Well, yeah. I hadn’t gotten laid in months.”

      “Me neither.” No doubt Jack had gotten a lot more opportunities than Cody, being open to both sexes. “But I didn’t want to be your drunken regret.”

      He’d gotten drunk to lower his inhibitions. He’d wanted to make a move on the man for weeks since they’d collided in the shower, had plenty of chances, but needed a push to get there. “I wanted to get you out of my system.”

      Jack laughed. “How’d that work out for ya?” He leaned over and licked Cody’s jawline.

      Cody recalled the encounter with startling detail considering how wasted he’d been. He’d reached for Jack’s belt buckle and slipped his hand behind it when Jack pulled back, resisting but never refusing. The tip of Jack’s cock trickled against Cody’s palm, surprising them both. He’d unbuckled and unzipped his own pants to show Jack how hard the anticipation made him, a fucking miracle that defied the amount of tequila he’d downed. Jack had explained that doing each other drunk wasn’t a good idea, but Cody rejected that bullshit argument. He thrived on bad ideas.

      He’d taken Jack’s cock in his hand, and Jack curled his fingers around Cody’s, just like they were doing at the moment. The fuse that had been sparking for weeks reached its ignition point, launching him to the stars on a thrill ride unlike any other. He couldn’t remember who came first, but he remembered he’d never come so hard in his life. Jack confessed he hadn’t either. Then they’d kissed, hard and prickly, soft and hot, forging a bond that held tight through all the shit life had thrown at them. Jack gave him the forbidden adventure he craved, while Indie provided the loving comfort he needed. He’d finally found home.

      “Better than I ever expected.” He planted a fast, hard kiss on Jack’s lips then turned back to Indie. “I got him off, he got me off, and I thought we were done with each other. But our dicks didn’t get the damn message. Acted like fucking magnets every time we saw each other, and finally we decided to fuck it.”

      “Literally?” Austin arched an eyebrow, and Eli snorted.

      “Something like that.” Jack rolled his eyes.

      Indie moaned and squirmed on Eli’s lap. “I’m so glad you guys found each other. And me. And all of us.” Eli increased his pace suddenly, and she drew in a sharp gasp. “That’s so good. All of it…us. I mean, damn.”

      The guys snickered at her babbling. She was getting close to coming when she stopped making sense.

      Indie leaned forward while Eli tangled his fist in her hair. “As I recall, Cody and Eli were together when they found me.” She allowed Eli to pull her back against him. “Eli, have you ever wanted to manhandle a man?”

      Cody cast side-eye at Jack, and they shared the same thought. Whoa, where’s she going with this?

      Eli somehow managed to maintain his irritating logic even with Indie riding him. “All hands feel good. It doesn’t really matter who it belongs to. If it feels good, it feels good.” Eli reached across the couch and attempted to curl his fist around Austin’s erection.

      “Whoa! What the fuck is that about?” Austin bolted upward and clamped his thighs together, which only succeeded in thrusting his upright cock closer to Eli’s seeking hand.

      Eli’s reach brushed against the tip, and his fingers stretched toward the shaft.

      Austin flinched. “Oh hell no.”

      “Don’t be a pussy.” Eli withdrew to caress Indie’s hip. “This is strictly for research purposes. I’m collecting data.”

      “I am not your lab dick.” But Austin’s erection didn’t falter and he didn’t move away.

      Cody shook his head. “Not all touches are the same.” If that were true, then any guy would satisfy him, but Cody had only ever wanted Jack. “Doc’s hand is small and soft, but Jack’s is big and rough.”

      Eli directed his blandly curious gaze at Cody. “Which do you like better?”

      “Ooo, I’d like to know that too.” Indie beamed a little too brightly. “I’m not jealous. I’m asking from a strictly scientific perspective.”

      “Don’t answer that.” Jack’s grip tensed. “It’s a trap.”

      Despite the firm hand on his cock, Cody managed to collect his thoughts and ignore Jack’s warning. “It’s not a matter of one being better than the other. They’re…different. Depends on what I’m in the mood for at the time. Sometimes I want a gentle touch. Sometimes I feel like I deserve a beating.” For a hundred reasons or no reason at all. He’d always loved a good fight. “Sometimes I like to give one.” He cracked a grin and slapped Jack’s thigh.
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      Jack bolted upright. “Ow! Damn it.” He released his iron grip on Cody’s cock and punched him on the arm. “I’ll beat your ass.”

      “Don’t make threats you can’t carry out.” Cody hopped down off the table and moved to stand in front of Jack, backing his bare ass onto Jack’s thighs.

      Jack’s cock went rigid, quivering for the temptation Cody offered. He leaned forward and breathed hot in Cody’s ear. “I can and I have.” God, he wanted to bend him over that table and wallop his impudent ass until it burned red. And then he’d fuck it in front of Indie and anyone else who wanted to see Cody get disciplined.

      Cody wriggled back further, trapping Jack’s aching hard-on between his butt cheeks. “All talk, but I don’t feel any action.”

      “Maybe you’d like it better if I used my fist.” The man definitely needed a beating.

      “Fuck yeah.” Cody bounced on Jack’s erection.

      Too late, Jack chomped on his lip, and his face flamed when he caught himself falling for Cody’s deliberate piss-Jack-off-to-get-angry-fucked tactics yet again. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “I’ll beat him.” Indie stood, leaving Eli’s cock to smack against his leg. Eli’s eyes crossed as if he didn’t quite comprehend what had just happened, and Austin stared at her with the same dazed look on his face.

      “Whoa.” Cody’s wiggling stilled, and he blinked back at her.

      “What he said,” Jack mumbled, peering over Cody’s shoulder at the beautiful black woman standing naked amongst four naked men.

      “I’ve never done it before, so you’ll have to tell me what you like, but I think it could be fun.” She stepped into an abandoned pair of combat boots, probably Cody’s, and picked up a camouflage jacket, slipping it on her shoulders and squaring them so every man in the room could clearly see the rank insignia—U.S. Army Major.

      “Yes, ma’am.” Cody saluted her with more reverence than he’d ever given Austin.

      She bent over, presenting her bare ass to Eli’s face as she picked up his belt. “I’ll beat all of you.” The leather stretched tight in her hands as she stood upright and beamed at them.

      “Fuck yeah!” Cody leaped off Jack’s lap and turned his butt to Indie.

      “You’re a little too happy about this.” Austin and his erection shrank back on the couch.

      Jack arched an eyebrow. “Which one?”

      “Both of them.”

      “I’m up for it.” Eli stood and lined up beside Cody, ass toward the woman with the leather. “Spanking a lover relieves stress and releases endorphins. This could benefit all of us.”

      Cody rolled his eyes and dragged his palm up his cock. “Don’t make it weird, professor.”

      “We left weird in the rearview mirror a long time ago.” Austin shook his head. Then he shot a glare at Indie. “I should reprimand you for impersonating an officer.” He reached for the belt, but she swung it away from his grasp.

      “You can try after I’m finished with you boys.” She crooked her finger at him. “You can be first, Mr. Tucker.”

      Low chuckles rolled at the demotion.

      “No.” He shook his head and squirmed, planting his ass firmly on the couch.

      “I will.” Jack slid off the table and approached the lineup. He crossed his hands between his thighs, instinctively protecting his privates as Indie turned to survey him with the belt dangling from her hands. “I deserve it.”

      Her eyebrows drew together. “Why?”

      Hundreds of reasons flooded his mind, all the atrocities he’d witnessed in action and couldn’t stop. All the violence he’d meted out on the orders of his superiors. The love he’d failed to give when he’d had the opportunity. He wouldn’t fail her now. “I want to make you happy.”

      Cody shot him a screwball glance. “Now it’s weird.”

      “Shut up.” Jack backhanded Cody’s shoulder then turned to present his ass to Indie, clenching when the leather cracked in her grip.

      “Oh, all right,” Austin groaned and rose from the couch. “If it’ll make you happy.” He gave Indie a nod then moved to stand beside Eli.

      “You have no idea how happy this makes me.” The giggle in her voice expressed her joy quite clearly. Another crack from the belt made the entire line wince.

      “Get to it, woman.” Austin tried to rush her.

      But Indie wasn’t having it. “When I’m good and ready.” She paced behind them. “And I think you’ll be last, Mr. Tucker, so you can listen to the other guys take it and anticipate getting yours.”

      “Fucking hell,” Austin muttered.

      Cody grinned. “Doc’s got a mean streak.”

      Jack peeked down the line. Each man’s cock stood at unflagging attention, especially Austin’s. Without warning, leather smacked against flesh. Tears sprang to Jack’s eyes, and his ass stung hot. Fuck me with a leather belt.

      “Did that hurt?” Indie stepped to face him, her lower lip mashed under her teeth.

      “Yes.” So good. “Do it again.”

      She smiled and ducked behind him. “Not yet.” She slid down a step and swung, cracking the belt across Cody’s butt and catching Jack’s hip with the end.

      “Yeehaw, Doc!” Cody groaned and stroked his cock.

      Eli merely grunted when she slapped his ass. “That all you got?”

      “Excuse me?” She stopped behind him, and every other man in line held his breath.

      Except Eli. He grinned through his teeth. “I said I expected more from you, woman.”

      “Is that so?” Indie bent the belt in half and slapped the two lengths of leather together.

      Cody chuckled, Austin stepped aside slightly to get out of Indie’s line of fire, and Jack smirked. Provoke her. That would’ve gotten him a second whack.

      “Yes, ma’am.” Eli clenched his butt cheeks. “Make me feel it.”

      She touched the shortened belt to Eli’s bottom, lining up her swing like a tennis pro. Eli flattened his lips and tensed impossibly further. Indie hauled her arm back and let him have it, swatting him with fierce accuracy and no mercy.

      “That’s how I like it!” Eli’s shout burst from his lips, and the guys laughed. “Thank you.”

      “Who knew?” Indie shrugged and moved behind Austin, dragging the flaccid belt between her fingers. The smooth leather slid almost silently across her soft skin.

      Austin gritted his teeth. “What are you waiting for?”

      She said nothing. The belt spoke for her as a resounding slap echoed across the room.

      “Fuck yes.” Austin sucked in a sharp breath and blinked rapidly.

      A laugh curved her lips as she walked around them. “Should I do it from the front or would that be really mean?”

      The words please, yes, and have mercy rumbled down the line.

      “I’ll be gentle.” She folded the belt again and tapped it against her thigh.

      That got a hearty chorus of hell no.

      Indie laughed and wound the belt around her hand. “Tell me when to stop.”

      “We need safewords.” Eli spoke up.

      “What’s a safeword?” Cody tilted his head.

      “It’s a word that you’d never say during sex.” Eli launched into exposition mode. “Don’t or stop could be misinterpreted, especially when acting out an intense scene, so you choose a nonsense word that clearly means you’ve had enough.”

      “A scene?” Cody scratched his head. “Are you making this up?”

      “I have extensive experience in BDSM.” Eli shrugged.

      “Experience, not just research.” Austin snorted, making the distinction.

      “Nonsense word…” Cody thought out loud, “like supercalifragilisticexpialidocious?”

      “That would be a lot to say in the heat of the moment.” Eli frowned. “My safeword is onion.”

      Cody puzzled. “Why?”

      “Because I don’t like onions, so if I say that word, I don’t like what you’re doing to me.”

      “Mine is red,” Jack informed Indie.

      “Red?” Cody, still unclear on the concept.

      “Like a stop sign.”

      “Makes sense.” Austin got it. “Mine will be Thor.”

      “Okay.” The idea finally clicked with Cody. “Mine is horse apples.”

      “Are you crazy?” Austin scowled at him.

      “Most likely.” Cody grinned like a fucking loon. “What’s your safeword, Doc?”

      “Scarlet,” she answered without a moment’s thought.

      A hush fell over them as the connotations of that word sank in.

      Cody shattered the gloom. “Yep, that’ll bring the fun and games to a grinding halt.”

      “Behave!” Indie unleashed the belt and snapped it at Cody’s unsuspecting cock, but he scrambled sideways, catching Jack’s arm as he ducked out of the way. Her swing missed its target, barely grazing his thigh.

      “Do you really want me to?” His wicked grin dared her to try it again.

      “Wait your turn.”

      “Aww.”

      She snapped the belt toward Cody again, but this time he didn’t flinch, and it caught the inside of his thigh.

      “Tease.”

      She ignored him and stepped close to Austin. She hadn’t buttoned his jacket, so her bare breasts dragged against his chest, her rock-hard nipples brushing his skin. His cock jutted out, nestling between her thighs. “Do you want me to do this?”

      “Yes, but I don’t know why.”

      “Curiosity is a sign of a superior mind.”

      “My mind has no say in this. My screaming ass says my dick needs it too.”

      Indie kissed him, and Austin moaned into her mouth as she dragged the leather up his stiff shaft. She released him and stepped back. “Ready?”

      He shook his head. “Don’t warn me. Just do it.” Austin crossed his wrists behind his back and stared up at the ceiling, waiting.

      She slapped the belt across Austin’s balls. He gasped and squeezed his eyes shut, clamping his hands around his shocked sack and letting out a moan as he rubbed the spot she’d smacked.

      She recoiled the belt and eyed him warily. “Thor?”

      “I’m okay,” he ground through clenched teeth.

      “Did you like that?” A note of worry underscored her question.

      He let out a breath. “I haven’t decided.”

      “Do you want me to do it again?” She swung her arm back.

      His face screwed up tight. “I haven’t decided.”

      She laughed and sauntered down the line. “Who wants it next?”

      Jack hesitated, holding back to let one of the others go next, but no one volunteered.

      “Are you all afraid of me?” She cracked the belt at her side with a move worthy of the real Indiana Jones.

      “No,” Austin growled at her but still covered his cock with his hands.

      Eli shook his head, standing with his hands on his hips. His stretching erection brushed Indie as she walked by him.

      “I am,” Cody confessed.

      Indie’s stroll paused, and she turned on her heel to stand in front of Cody. “You’re not afraid of anything.”

      “Haven’t you learned how to read through my bullshit yet, Doc?”

      Jack had picked up that skill long ago.

      “I suspected your bravado was mostly for show.” She ran her index fingernail down the center of Cody’s chest.

      He squared his shoulders, shaking off her attempt to rattle him. “Then you should know that you terrify me to the core.”

      “I don’t understand.” Her scoring finger stopped short of his nipple.

      An indulgent smile curved his lips. “I don’t either, especially why you gave a guy like me a second glance. You’re a smart woman, and I’m afraid one of these days you’re going to wise up.”

      “You’re the kind of man no one can ignore, Cody. And I’m smart enough to know there’s more to you than meets the eye.” She slid one hand around Cody’s neck and tugged him down for a kiss, reaching between his thighs to stroke his cock with the leather trapped against her palm. When his erection had hardened again, she stepped back and snapped the belt. “Still afraid?”

      “Can I tell you a secret, Doc?”

      A slow smile stretched her luscious lips, and she lit up like a Christmas tree. “Any time.”

      Cody caught his breath, and something sparked in his eyes. Jack had seen that look only once before—the night they’d met. She made him truly happy.

      “I’m always scared.” He slid his trembling hand up his quivering shaft. “But I like it.”

      The belt stretched between them, kissing the underside of Cody’s balls with a resounding smack.

      “Oh, mama!” Cody bit down on his lower lip. “You’re a cruel woman.”

      “Can I tell you a secret, cowboy?”

      “Please, ma’am.”

      She folded the belt and slapped it across his cock. “I like this a little too much.”

      Cody sucked in a breath and staggered. “That’s no secret.”

      The guys laughed, not a single one of them surprised.

      Indie smirked then reached out suddenly and slapped the belt against Eli’s quivering cock. “Thought I forgot about you, didn’t you?”

      Eli’s eyes watered. “No, ma’am. Thank you.”

      She stepped sideways and leveled an even stare at Jack. “What about you? What are you hiding behind that stoic silence?”

      “Nothing. What you see is what you get.”

      Cody snorted.

      “And yet, you’re the biggest mystery.” Her arm moved suddenly, and the leather slapped against his balls, sending a fiery shockwave up his cock.

      He closed his eyes and rode the pleasure-pain to its crest. “No mystery.” He sighed as the rush receded. “I keep my thoughts to myself unless someone asks to hear them.”

      “I’m asking you. I’m a scientist. Asking questions is what I do.” She stepped close to him and brushed her fingertips over his racing heartbeat. “Why do you want me to hurt you?”

      The reasons ran deep, digging their insidious roots into his soul—what was left of it. “I had to harden my heart to carry out certain orders.” He flicked a glance toward his current commanding officer. “Not Austin’s.” Major Tucker had never ordered him to do anything he wouldn’t have done himself. “None of the men here know everything I’ve done.” And they never will. Secrets like his had to be kept even after the government crumbled into hell. “I want the pain because I’ve earned it.”

      “Should I hit you again?” Indie stepped back, taking aim.

      “Yes, ma’am.” The leather bit into his cock before he’d finished his sentence. Pain spiraled upward, chased by a stinging rush and a soothing stroke of her soft hand. God, yes.

      “Again?”

      He nodded, unable to speak. Tried to brace for the shock, but the slap came too quickly, staggering him. Jack struggled to stay upright, groping for Cody’s shoulder.

      “You okay, man?” Cody gripped Jack’s arm, steadying him.

      He nodded, breathing hard and slow. “I can take the pain.”

      “You don’t have to.” Austin stepped between Jack and Indie. “I don’t know what you’ve done, but I know it wasn’t easy. You were following orders.” He glanced at Eli. “We’ve all been there.”

      “What?” Jack blinked at his two fellow officers.

      “You think you’re the only guy who’s done sketchy shit at the direction of the U.S. government?” Eli shrugged as if he carried out dubious tasks every day.

      “I haven’t.” Cody genuinely appeared innocent for once in his life.

      Austin backhanded him in the chest. “Shut up, Cody.”

      The imp refused to be silenced. “All the questionable stunts I pulled were completely voluntary.”

      “That, I believe.” Austin and Eli both rolled their eyes.

      Indie ignored the men and slipped in front of Austin to focus her attention on Jack. “I’ll beat you, but only if you enjoy it.” She stroked her palm along his jawline. “Don’t think you have to suffer.”

      “We’ve suffered enough.” Cody’s observation sobered the moment.

      Jack considered his motivations. He’d allowed her to punish him because he thought he had to, but he hadn’t expected to like it. “I enjoy it.” He pressed his lips to her palm. “It hurts like a motherfucker, don’t get me wrong. But the rush afterward is worth it.” He drew in a shuddering breath that rattled his spine all the way down.

      “Good.” Indie smiled, stepped back, and snapped the belt. “I can do this all night long. Can you?” Devilish merriment danced in her eyes.

      “I can.” His cock rose to her challenge. “But I don’t want to—tonight.” No doubt this world would drive him to commit more acts that warranted punishment. “Now I want to feel something else.”

      Her fingers fluttered over his chest. “What do you need to feel, Jack?”

      Love. All too rare in his life. “You—soft and warm. Put that belt away and give me your tender touch.”

      The belt slid from her hand, hitting the floor with a decided thud. She caressed his face again. “As you wish.”

      Heat washed over him as he wrapped his arm around Indie’s waist and bent her back on the table, easing their bodies down while she touched her lips to his. The wood groaned under them, echoing the groan in Jack’s soul. God, he wanted to get inside her. Just him. The other guys could watch. Their tongues tangled, stoking the flames between them.

      Indie curled her legs around his and dug her heels into his thighs, urging him closer, but he resisted even though his cock strained to close the gap between them. He was forgetting something. Slow this down and love her right. He slid within her embrace to kneel on the floor, kissing her warm, twisting body until he found her swollen bud and latched onto it.

      “Oh yes, Jack.” She sighed and threaded her fingers in his hair, clutching while he licked her with leisurely strokes.

      The sense that he was being watched unnerved Jack slightly. He usually did the watching from a secluded spot with a rifle aimed at an unsuspecting target. No one was pointing a weapon at him, however, and his audience made no effort to keep their presence a secret.

      “Nice move.” Austin leaned his hip against the table, one hand on his undoubtedly stinging cock.

      Eli stood beside the major, surveying the action with his arms crossed over his chest. “She needs to moan louder.”

      Everyone’s a critic. Jack increased his tongue’s pace and slipped two fingers into her wet center, drawing a long, resounding groan from the woman spread before him.

      “Better.” Eli still sounded unimpressed.

      “You gotta make her come before you can fuck her.” Cody moved across the room then returned to slap his hand on the table.

      Jack peered across Indie’s stomach and spotted the condom Cody had retrieved. He nodded his thanks without breaking contact with her sweet flesh. Why didn’t Eli give him points for that? He shoved the idiots out of his mind and filled his senses with his woman. Her sudden heat on his face. Her spicy taste on his tongue. Her frantic moans in his ears. Her musky scent telling him she was close to release. Indie’s flesh turned bright pink, and she ground against his mouth.

      “Please,” she gasped.

      He’d give her whatever she wanted. She never had to ask. He trapped her clit between his lips and flicked it with his tongue, making her back arch off the table and her toes curl into his ass while she cried out.

      “Have mercy, Jack!”

      He’d never shown mercy before, and he’d be damned if he started now. He nipped her quivering thigh, making her squeak.

      “Well done.” Austin golf clapped.

      “Not bad.” Eli added his applause.

      Indie’s fingernails scored his shoulders. “Please. I need it now.”

      Cody handed Jack the condom packet. “You better fuck her before she begs one of us to do it.”

      “Like hell.” Jack snatched the shiny square from him and ripped it open.

      She jerked on his hair, barely giving him time to roll the condom on. “Now, damn it.”

      He tumbled forward with surprising accuracy. His covered erection glanced off her thigh and sank deep into her wet heat. They both groaned, curling around each other. The table quaked while he pounded into her. This thing’s not gonna hold. He slid back to brace his feet on the floor then grabbed Indie’s hips and pulled her across the slick wood to impale her again.

      “Okay, that was impressive.” Eli clapped him on the shoulder.

      Finally. Jack blotted the praise out of his mind and thrust without thinking. Sweat beaded down his chest, mingling on their meeting thighs. Sparks lit his cock from root to tip, and he fought to let the fuse sizzle a little longer. But Indie tightened around him, crying out while her hot, fast spasms pushed him to closer to the flashpoint.

      A crack echoed in his ears, and his ass cheeks burned. “What the fuck?” He stumbled backward, the imminent explosion snuffed out as pain seared down his legs.

      Cody grinned and held up the folded belt. “How’d you like that?”

      “I didn’t!” He yanked the belt from Cody’s grasp and whipped it back at him. The leather wrapped around Cody’s thigh, making the young man yelp.

      A different kind of heat ripped through Jack, fueling the desire for revenge. “I’m gonna beat your ass black and blue!”

      “Oh, shit!” Cody darted behind Austin as Jack chased after him.

      But Indie caught up with him first. “Get over here and take it like a man.” She snagged his arm and marched him over to face his punisher.

      Jack wound the belt around his hand, hoping the cool leather would dampen his rage. “How could you even think I’d like that?”

      “You liked it when Indie spanked you.” Cody crossed his arms over his chest and pouted.

      “I knew it was coming.” Anticipation had fed his desire, but with no warning, the pain overrode the pleasure. “I was deep into Indie. On several levels. I had no idea you’d picked up the belt.”

      “That was a sneaky move, man.” Austin shook his head.

      “Not cool.” Eli disapproved as well. “You always need permission.”

      Cody rolled his eyes, and Jack’s anger flared.

      “You two hold him while I whip his butt.” Punishment now, repentance later.

      Austin and Eli lunged for Cody, but he slipped between them and they collided, arms and legs tangling while he neatly evaded their attempt to restrain him.

      “Whoa, sorry.” Austin pushed off Eli’s hips then raised his hands.

      “He’s a slippery little fucker. No harm, no foul.” Eli patted him on the shoulder.

      Austin shrugged, avoiding Eli’s gaze. “Contact happens.”

      Cody snickered, and Jack arched an eyebrow at the familiar awkward encounter unfolding in front of them.
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      “Indeed.” Contact happened all the time, especially with four guys all jockeying to get inside Indie. Their accidental encounters were usually brief, incidental touches that ended as quickly as they started, barely noticeable. But this time, Austin’s cock had made a lingering drag along Eli’s abs, a curious sensation that reignited his desire to research further. Was that supposedly innocent stroke expressing a willingness to explore?

      Eli elbowed Austin’s arm, keeping the contact strictly non-sexual. “You volunteering?”

      “For what?” Austin’s mind was clearly not following Eli’s train of thought.

      “Your dick almost entered my lab.” Oh lord, he probably shouldn’t have put it that way.

      “Completely accidental.” Austin scowled.

      Eli nodded. They’d known each other for years, and never once had they felt the desire for a physical connection. “Of course, but I was thinking–”

      “Stop thinking right there.”

      “No, listen to me.” Damn it. He cast logic aside and dug up the emotional reasoning. “You guys always blow me off when I start rambling about research and shit, but we’ve got a unique relationship here, and it’s never going to work if we can’t communicate about everything.”

      Austin glared at Eli over Indie’s shoulder. “Communicating is more than talking. It’s listening too.”

      “I listen. I’ve been listening while you guys bicker about who’s going to fuck whom and how.”

      “Who’s going to fuck whom.” Cody’s faked English accent carried a decidedly Texas drawl. “You make it sound so classy.”

      “It doesn’t have to be a sleazy clusterfuck.” Eli returned Austin’s heated stare while reaching out to caress Indie’s cheek. “We love this woman, and I want to lay the groundwork for a bond that will last through the hell that’s coming for us.”

      Austin’s stance wavered, and he moved from behind Indie to square off in front of Eli. “What’s that got to do with communication?”

      “If we can connect on multiple levels, then logically, we have a real chance at making this work—no matter what.” Dire scenarios kept him awake at night, and the persistent fear that he could lose Indie—or any one of them—drove him to desperate measures.

      “That makes sense.” Indie slid her hand down Austin’s arm in a futile effort to ease the tension from his muscles.

      Austin shook his head. “You just couldn’t let go of the logic.”

      No, he couldn’t. Even as much as he wanted to, Eli never could shut off his brain and fully immerse himself in the pleasure. He turned his back to all of them, shelving the desire to collect more data as past lessons came back to torment him. “Sorry. I learned that if I remain objective, no one gets hurt.”

      Uncomfortable shifting sounds carried between him and the group, and then a soft touch landed in the center of his back. Indie. “Who taught you that?”

      Eli turned to face their concern. He sank down on the couch while the incident refreshed in his memory. “A former commanding officer…before I joined Austin’s company.”

      “A woman?” Indie sat beside him and draped her hand on his knee. “Sorry, that’s irrelevant.”

      “Yes, she used me as her personal plaything.” He hadn’t objected, enjoyed her as much as she enjoyed him. “But when I wanted more, she ordered me to do my ‘job’ and expect nothing from her.”

      Cody shuddered. “Damn, that’s cold.”

      “That’s how she operated.” He’d heard rumors, both before and after his experience with her. “We had a good time until she got tired of me and moved on to the next fresh recruit.”

      “Did you report her?” Austin’s frown turned his lips white.

      “No. I should have.” He knew that now.

      Not good enough for the major. “Why not?”

      Eli met their disapproving glares. “Would any of you ever admit to a woman taking advantage of you?”

      The guys’ condemnation faded, and they all shook their heads.

      “I learned from the experience and moved on.” Eli shrugged, filing the information under past mistakes.

      Indie’s fingers curled into his kneecap. “Have you?”

      Why was she questioning him? He’d never kept anything from her. Answered everything she’d asked. But she’d always had to ask. He never volunteered information—not to her. “I’d like to think so.” He accessed his findings again. “I learned never to allow anyone to use me like that again, and that testing your sexual boundaries is a great way to find out who you are as a man.” He cast a sideways glance at Austin and caught his nod of agreement.

      “Yeehaw, Lieutenant.”

      While Cody was obviously pleased with the outcome, Indie shot him a skeptical eyebrow arch.

      “Or a woman,” Eli added, proud that she refused to be left out.

      She shifted closer to him. “Is your heart is still off limits?”

      Ah, so that’s what she wants. Perfectly logical, given their intimate relationship. “It was.” Not of his choosing, just like she hadn’t chosen him—or any of them. They’d been forced into this arrangement, and they’d adapted to it with little effort. “Do you want what’s left of it?”

      “I want whatever you’re willing to give.” She never pushed him, and he appreciated that.

      “Thank you.” Eli leaned over and kissed her, hoping her sweet heat would short-circuit his brain long enough to let his heart rule, if only for a little while. Their coupling—or quintupling, rather—had been too easy. He might have to depend on his emotions when things got difficult.

      A derisive snort reached his ears, and he shot a glance at his apparently skeptical commanding officer. “Feeling left out, Major?”
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      “Left out of what?” Contact happens. Had it been voluntary? Austin had been attempting to corral Cody, and somehow ended up meeting Eli full-frontal. Throwing the man love on top of his already confusing relationship with Indie and her guys fucked his mind over in ways he couldn’t comprehend. He leaned back against the bookshelf again, assuming a relaxed pose while his mind whirled. “Feel free not to involve me in your clusterfuck.”

      Indie shifted forward, addressing all of them. “Sex can be enjoyed in many ways. There’s no need to choose just one.”

      “Smart woman.” Jack nodded.

      Cody fondled Jack’s knee. “She knows what she’s talking about.”

      But Austin shook his head. All his life, he’d only known one way to love, but that had been thrown out the window the moment they met Indie. “I have chosen one—you.”

      Besides, he refused to get attached to a soldier under his command. Everyone he loved died, and falling for one of his men would be a death sentence for the poor bastard. I will never put Indie in danger like that.

      He glanced over at Eli, hoping he’d have some practical insight to offer, some intellectual shit that would make sense of the wild ideas in his head.

      But Eli had picked up that romance book again, flipping through the pages with intense concentration on his face, completely disengaged from the people around him.

      “Don’t you have anything to add to this?”

      “I’m processing.” Eli didn’t bother to look at him.

      “Turn off your fucking processor and feel something, man!”

      “I feel plenty.” Eli closed the book and laid it on the couch beside him then fixed an objective stare at his commanding officer. “I choose not to display every emotion until I’ve given it serious consideration.”

      Choose not to? Can I choose what to feel? He glanced at the beautiful woman sitting next to Eli, and his heart hammered. Nope. “Jesus, you’re a fucking robot.”

      Eli shot a dispassionate glance at Austin’s pent-up erection. “You’re an animal.”

      “No, I’m human.” Austin dragged his palm up his quivering dick, poking the caged beast. “My wants and desires are perfectly healthy.” He waved an arm toward the naked men play-fighting on the table. “And so are theirs.”

      “Amen, brother.” Cody landed a slap on Jack’s butt. Jack yelped and pinched Cody’s nipple. Indie’s breasts bounced while she laughed at their antics. Eli ignored it all, staring down his nose at Austin with bland disinterest.

      “Shut up.” The abundant nudity and constant sex play surrounding Austin frazzled his last nerve, and Eli’s lack of reaction snapped it. He needed to vent his frustration at a specific target, or a misfire could injure them all. “And right now I’m going to fuck my woman.” He grabbed Indie’s wrist and hoisted her to her feet. He’d been the first to get between her thighs, an emotional encounter that shredded his soul and left his heart wondering what the fuck had happened.

      But she resisted, jerking her arm free. “The hell you are! I’m in charge when we’re naked. I choose who, how, and how often.” She planted her feet and jammed her hands on her hips.

      Austin mimicked her stance.

      Cody raised his hand. “If I recall correctly, I’m the one who initiated this fuck party.”

      “That explains why it’s all gone to shit.” Austin rolled his eyes. Whoever said you can’t argue while naked had never encountered this bunch.

      “That ain’t right,” Cody pouted.

      Eli snorted and picked up the book again.

      “Is it that good?” Jack raised an eyebrow.

      “This book is more insightful than the cover lets on. The multi-partner relationship is complex.” The thoughtful way Eli turned the page drove Austin up the fucking wall.

      “Like whose Tab A gets slipped into Slot B?” Cody slid off the table and moved to the spot on the couch Indie had vacated.

      Jack followed him to perch on the armrest. “Don’t forget Orifice M.” He puckered his lips to define his meaning.

      “Emotionally complex.” Eli rolled his eyes. “The sex part is easy, merely a matter of matching parts. Handling the relationship brings the challenge.”

      Austin smelled bullshit. “How do you recognize emotion in fiction when you can’t see it in real life?”

      “I’ve observed multi-partner relationships before.”

      “Whoa, seriously?” Cody perked up. “You need to write a book, professor.”

      Eli nodded and stroked his chin as if he was actually considering the suggestion.

      “Forget about the book!” Austin roared.

      They ignored him, gathering around Eli to peer over his shoulder while he read.

      Jack pointed to a place on the page. “They’re flipping a coin to see who gets to fuck her first.”

      Cody stood and grabbed someone’s pants off the floor, fishing a quarter from the front pocket. He flipped it among them. “Call it.”

      “Heads!” Austin called. Might as well play their game.

      “Tails!” Eli and Jack both shouted.

      Indie caught the coin in midair, clapping it between her palms before anyone could see which side landed up. “Is that what I am to you? A prize?”

      “Fuck yeah.” Cody moved to claim her, but she scooted aside.

      The fire blazing from Indie’s eyes practically turned him into a smoking black spot on the floor.

      Jack elbowed him. “Wrong answer, dumbass.”

      “No, it’s not.” Cody sidestepped the next elbow and turned on Jack, curling his fist. “Doc’s the toy surprise at the bottom of our Cracker Jack box—our reward for digging past all the nuts.”

      The new metaphor only fueled Indie’s fire. “So I’m a toy now?” The guys scrambled for cover as she chucked the quarter across the room. The coin pinged off bookshelves, disappearing among the stacks.

      “We’re the nuts?” Jack popped up beside the couch to sit on the armrest again and glared at Cody.

      Cody picked himself up off the floor. “If you guys can’t see what she’s worth, then I can’t help you.”

      “No one’s disputing that Indie’s the reason we’re all here.” Eli lifted the book he’d been using to shield his crotch. “Naked.”

      “Oh no, do not put that pressure on me.” Indie plopped down on the couch and hugged her chest, squeezing her breasts and drawing every man’s gaze to her plumped flesh. She apparently realized what she was doing and unclenched. “Or the blame.”

      Austin released his protective grip on his vulnerable man parts, each man and the woman they shared exposed, no longer guarding against each other. “Then what the hell are we arguing about?”

      “Dirty books, coin flipping, Austin getting bitchy because he and Eli mashed manly bits.”  Cody extended a finger with each point.

      “I did not get bitchy.”

      “Oh, sorry, I misunderstood.” Cody folded two fingers down, leaving only his middle finger upright. “Austin getting excited–Ow!” He clamped his hands over his nose. “What the fuck, Major?”

      Austin’s knuckles throbbed. He really shouldn’t have punched his subordinate officer, but no way in hell was he going to let Cody finish that sentence.

      “You had it coming.” Jack nearly fell off the armrest laughing.

      Bitchy? Excited? Well, yeah. Both emotions—among others—had battered his defenses this afternoon, but he thought he’d come through the assault unscathed. “Anyone else want to tell me how I feel?”

      Indie rose from the couch, hands on hips, shoulders squared. “I will.” His jacket gaped open, exposing her breasts and stirring his cock.

      Shit. How could a naked woman appear so intimidating? “Please enlighten me, Doctor.” Austin matched her posture with half as much confidence.

      “Lighten up, Mr. Tucker.”

      He was going to rip that rank insignia right off her shoulder. “Major Tucker, goddamn it.”

      “You’re always accusing Eli of never feeling anything, but you’re the one who’s holding back.” Her stance softened slightly, and she moved a step closer to press her palm to his racing heart. “You never let us—me—see what’s going on inside you.”

      I can’t let her see. He pushed back against her insurgence. “I always let you know what I’m thinking. Just two seconds ago, I punched Cody’s lights out because he’s an ass.” Another emotion he’d failed to contain.

      “Almost punched my lights out.” Cody rubbed his nose a bit indignantly.

      “Pfft.” Indie blew Austin off with a wave of her hand. “I know a bullshit show when I see it.”

      Cody grinned. “She’s talking to you, Major.”

      “I know!” Fuck! When was he going to stop bleeding feelings all over the place? Maybe robot Eli had the right idea. “Damn it, woman! I let you whip my ass and my dick. What more do you want from me?”

      “Your heart, idiot!” She slapped his chest, leaving a stinging handprint behind.

      “I can’t–” Lose you. Austin clamped his mouth shut, proving her right without saying a word.

      “What?” She stepped back, tilting her head to one side, emphasizing her question.

      He swallowed hard, searching for the words to explain. “Risk exposing you to…” No, that’s not it.

      “The virus?” She finished his sentence with the wrong idea, but she apparently caught her mistake and shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

      Austin scratched the back of his neck. Damn it, he couldn’t get it right. “It’s complicated.” Not really. If he loved her, she would die. Simple as that.

      Cody snorted. “There’s a load of bullshit.”

      Austin ignored him as grief, both past and anticipated, settled over him like the stars and stripes draped across a casket. “My heart can’t take this.” No, not his heart. Hers. His knees buckled, and he sank to the floor, shaking under the weight of a burden only he could carry.

      Indie approached, casting a shadow over him. “You’re supposed to be the strongest. If you can’t lead us, then…?” Her voice trembled, and a sniffle echoed in his ears.

      “This is never going to work,” Eli grumbled. “We can’t manage this many emotions in a logical manner.”

      “Fuck logic.” Cody curled his fists, glaring back at Eli.

      Austin wanted to fight too, but Eli’d said what they’d apparently all been thinking. “Maybe we should give up on this.”

      “What the fuck are we doing?” Jack sighed and slumped on the armrest.

      Indie wiped her eyes with her finger. “We were crazy to think this would ever work.”

      Fucking hell. They been defeated before, but they’d always come back stronger. What was he supposed to do now? Options. His favorite command mocked him. Take Indie in his arms and comfort her with tender lies and gentle kisses? Or should he be brutally honest? Tell her to suck it up and put on her man panties. There’s too much crying in the apocalypse.

      Or tell her he loved her? What good would exposing his heart do? Loving her would put her life at risk, and he just couldn’t do that to her. Or me.

      The sound of flipping pages drew his attention. Austin raised his head and spotted Eli on the couch with the book in his hands again. He sighed, long past arguing with him. “You think there’s an answer in there?”

      “I don’t know.” Eli shrugged, scanning the words in front of him. “Maybe if I search long enough, I’ll find something.”

      A simple idea, and yet profound. Austin glanced at Indie, and she peeked back at him. She blinked her tears away and straightened her shoulders.

      Cody uncurled his fists and moved to sit beside Eli. “It’s about two guys and a girl, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Any man love in it?” Cody leered over Eli’s shoulder.

      “Not yet.” Eli flipped to the last few pages in the book. “It’s all about how the guys overcome their conflicts to love her.” A wry smile twisted his lips. “One guy spoils her, and the other does her dirty.”

      “I’ll spoil her.” Jack stood and reached for Indie, pulling her into his embrace. He kissed her temple, and she nestled in his arms.

      Not to be outdone, Cody jumped up and clasped Indie’s ass in both hands, leaning down to nip her neck as he slid close and ground his cock between her butt cheeks. “And I’ll do her dirty.”

      Indie giggled and turned her head to kiss him, catching his chin in a light slap. “Behave.”

      “I know you don’t mean that, Doc.” He reached around and pinched her nipple while Jack licked her earlobe.

      Eli kept right on reading. “But they both give her whatever she wants.”

      “There it is.” The thing they’d been searching for. Small, but maybe enough. “Whatever Indie wants.” Austin held onto it, hoping the other guys’ love would make up for the piece of his heart he hid from her.

      Jack finished the idea. “We give it to her.”

      “All of us.” Cody pointed out the obvious.

      “That’s how we manage.” Eli nodded and skimmed the last page.

      Austin stomped over to the couch, yanked the book from Eli’s hands, and tossed it across the room. “Forget the fiction and focus on the real woman we’ve got right in front of us—naked, no less.”
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      “Whatever I want?” Can I be that selfish? Attempting to ponder the question while sandwiched between two sure-handed, naked men presented challenges Indie had never imagined. Together, they pushed and pulled Austin’s jacket off her shoulders, stripping the rank she’d stolen and leaving her subordinate to them.

      “Yes, ma’am.” Jack cupped her breast and lazily circled his thumb over her nipple, rubbing out her resistance to the argument that she could demand too much from them. He gave without being asked, threading his fingers in her hair and exposing her throat to his heated love bites.

      Cody proved to be equally generous, sliding his hand around the front of her thigh and dragging his fingertip up her wet seam to tease her clit. “Anything, darlin’.” His wicked tongue darted out to touch her ear, further obliterating any rational protests. “Seeing you happy makes us happy.”

      “I want to give you boys something in return.” She reached down with her right hand and took hold of Jack’s hard cock, then gripped Cody’s stiff erection in her left.

      “Giving is good, Doc.” Cody moaned the words on her shoulder.

      Jack groaned as well, nodding on her breast with her nipple trapped between his lips.

      They’d had so little time for happy, so little time to indulge in the pleasures their unique relationship offered. This entire afternoon turned evening had been a dream, one she could easily lose herself in. She had everything she’d ever wanted right here—books, chocolate, and four men with large cocks hard and eager for her. Wow! She’d never entertained thoughts like that before. Two guys, at most. Many women enjoyed that fantasy, but she’d been living it—squared. “How did I get so lucky?”

      “Luck has nothing to do with it.” Cody’s fingers played her delicate flesh like a piano maestro. “This is all skill.”

      Jack’s low laugh rumbled on her breast. “He has some excellent skills.” He reached behind Indie’s butt to take a long, twisting pull on Cody’s cock.

      “I learned from the best.” Cody returned the favor with a twist of his own. He leaned over Indie’s shoulder, and Jack slid forward, crushing Indie between their masculine nakedness while they kissed.

      Indie moaned, melting from the inside out while their mutual fondling kept her wrapped in their embrace. Jack tore his mouth from Cody’s to kiss Indie, then he resumed his kiss with Cody while Indie nipped his cheek. They took turns exchanging kisses, trading touches, and at one point, all three of them connected lips and tongues.

      Jack released Cody’s cock to cup Indie’s face in his hands, kissing her with sweet affection while Cody slipped his abandoned erection between Indie’s thighs. They’d need a condom—or two—eventually, but for now Cody seemed content to slide along the outside of her wet folds, teasing her with lingering strokes.

      He ran his hand down her arm to caress the nipple trapped against Jack’s chest. “Do you want him, Doc?” Cody’s words burned hot on her ear.

      She nodded into Jack’s kiss.

      “I do, too.” His breathing turned ragged, and he grabbed Jack’s cock, pulling it between Indie’s thighs to stroke along with his.

      “Oh God!” Indie gasped into Jack’s mouth while he groaned and pushed his hips forward. She staggered a bit, struggling to contain both men, but Cody clamped his hands on her hips and forced her to close around them. Neither man entered her, teasing her instead.

      “Holy shit, that feels good.” Cody mashed his face against the back of Indie’s shoulder. “Both of you—her soft and him hard. All hot and wet.”

      Jack pulled back from their kiss, meeting Indie’s gaze while he fell into a steady thrusting rhythm. He flicked a glance at Cody, who’d rolled his eyes back in his head and moaned with his mouth open, paying no attention to them. Jack smiled at Indie. “I always suspected a woman might come between us someday.” He groaned, and his pace faltered. “But I never imagined it would feel so fucking good.”

      “Oh, she’ll come between us.” Cody reached around her and slid his hand down her stomach to press his thumb on her swollen clit, then touched his lips to the space between her neck and shoulder that turned her brain to mush. “Right about now.”

      “God, yes!” Indie burst into a million fiery pieces, showering sparks and flame on the men struggling to hold her up.

      “I got her.” Jack grunted while Cody planted his feet.

      A heady thrill slid down Indie’s spine, chased by a hearty side of guilt. Not over the sexual deviance she so clearly enjoyed. Did she have a right to indulge in this decadent pleasure while the rest of the world burned?

      Their teasing intensified, knocking their coordinated strokes off-kilter. A smooth head breached her, pushing in just enough to feed her need for more.

      Cody immediately backed up. “Oops, slipped her the tip.” He covered his wayward cock with both hands as if shielding her from its wanderings.

      “Grab some condoms before we get in too deep.” Jack kissed her quickly then stepped back to retrieve a couple of the packets from the duffel bag. He tore one open with his teeth then beckoned Cody to step forward.

      “Now I’m gonna fuck you, Doc.” Cody grabbed a handful of Indie’s hair and moaned in her ear while Jack rolled the condom on him. “Is that what you want?” He didn’t give her a chance to answer, sinking into her clinging flesh.

      She wouldn’t have argued, though. Cody always gave her what she wanted, especially when she didn’t know she needed it. And knowing Cody, he’d do dirty things she never imagined. “Do your worst.”

      “Count on it, darlin’.” He shoved her forward, mashing her face into Jack’s lap while he pounded her from behind.

      Indie pushed herself up on Jack’s thighs then caught his cock in her mouth while Cody banged against her butt. She’d never liked that position, but hot damn! Having one cock between her thighs and another between her lips obliterated all her inhibitions.

      Jack gripped the back of Cody’s neck and jerked him close, grinding their mouths together while Cody pounded and Indie sucked. All three of them moaned on each other, lost in a blissful fog that consumed them, obscuring their worries and secluding them from harsh reality.

      Voices echoed through the erotic haze, and Indie managed to focus on the conversation between Austin and Eli.

      “This is really hot, watching the woman you love get loved by other men, and them loving each other.” Eli had sunk into the couch, one arm stretched across the back while he stroked his erection with his other hand. “I’ve seen it before, but the connections between us all take it to another level.”

      Austin sat on the couch too, brushing his cock with lazy strokes while keeping a respectable distance from Eli. “Porn?”

      “No, real life.” A rare grin twisted Eli’s face.

      Indie made a mental note to get the rest of that story. Jack slid his free hand down to pluck her nipple while Cody circled his thumb over her pulsing clit. The dual stimulation pushed her toward the edge, riding along the precipice between them.

      “You’ve seen group sex before?” Austin’s low rumble caught her attention.

      Eli nodded. “And guy sex.”

      Austin snarled. “So what was all that scientific curiosity about?”

      “I’ve never participated.” Eli pulled his outstretched arm in and wrapped it around his chest, closing off from the group. “I was always on the outside looking in.”

      How often had Indie experienced the same thing? Invited then ignored. Present but invisible. She hadn’t felt that way since she met these men, and she refused to let Eli flounder in obscurity. She patted Jack’s hip and he stepped back, pulling his cock from her mouth. “Not anymore.” Indie stood upright and crooked her finger at Eli. “Come over here.” She glanced at Cody, still grinding against her butt. “Are you okay with this?”

      “Hell, yeah, invite Mr. Experimental to the party.” Cody patted Eli’s ass as he walked by.

      Eli shook his head and stepped away from Cody’s reach. “Onion.”

      “Yes, sir.” Cody respectfully withdrew. “Can I ask why?”

      “You’re not my type, cowboy.”

      “But Thor over there is?” Cody faked a pout. “I gotta admit that smarts, Lieutenant.”

      “You’ll get over it.”

      “Already have.” He stepped back and swatted Indie’s butt. “Want a piece of this?”

      “Hey!” She sputtered and glared at Cody, reeling from the slap and the abrupt substitution. “Manners.” Seriously? She was disputing his choice of words when offering her ass to another man?

      “Sorry.” Cody stiffened and made a bow in Eli’s direction. “Lieutenant Cobb, would you care to partake of this sumptuous chocolate cake?” But he couldn’t maintain his inauthentic composure, and a goofy grin cracked his mask.

      Good lord. She play-slapped his stupid face. “Good boy.”

      “Aw, fuck, that stings worse than his onion.”

      “Don’t worry.” She shot a glance at Jack, who’d apparently read her mind and picked up the belt. “Later this piece of chocolate cake is going to whip your ass for that comment.”

      “Yeehaw!” Cody practically bounced.

      Indie took the belt Jack handed to her. “But first…”

      “First nothing.” Eli yanked the belt from her grip and flung it over the couch as Austin barely ducked out of the way in time. “It’s my turn.”

      “You already had a turn.” Austin, who hadn’t yet gotten inside her, stalked over to stake his claim, planting himself beside Eli as the two men faced Indie with equally impressive offerings.

      “True. All right.” Eli yielded to Indie with a nod. “Whatever—or whoever—she wants.”

      Oh my. As much as she loved them bickering over her, she really hated choosing between them, but she’d abandoned the Jack and Cody sandwich to indulge Eli, so she followed that impulse. “You.” She reached for Eli, and Austin stepped back.

      “That’s what I thought.” A smug smile twisted Eli’s lips. “On your hands and knees, woman.”

      Indie slow blinked at him. “What, now?” She’d let Cody get away with the doggy pose because Jack supported her from the other end, but no way in hell would she expose her backside—on the floor no less—to any man. “I think not.”

      “You will.” Eli braced his hands on his hips, displaying the heavy cock hanging between his muscled thighs. “Especially if you want this.”

      Snickers and low chuckles echoed behind them. “Hot damn, this is gonna be a showdown.” Cody pulled up a chair and spun it backward, planting his butt on the seat and folding his arms across the back.

      “Shut up!” Jack shushed him. “I want to watch the fireworks.”

      Austin snorted. “Good luck winning an argument with her.”

      Jack flipped a condom packet in Eli’s direction, and he made a neat left-handed catch without looking. “If you get on your knees, I will too.” A promising smile warmed his deep brown eyes, melting her resistance.

      “Keep talking.”

      “No. You need to trust me to get what you want.” He shifted, drawing her gaze to the swelling temptation between his legs.

      Damn it. She’d always relied on her brains to achieve her goals, and now she had to offer her body? Might not be a bad trade. “Don’t let me down.”

      “I won’t.” He dipped his chin toward the center of the rug. “On the floor, woman.”

      “Fine.” Indie grumbled and lowered her body to the position he’d required, cursing herself because she failed to protest his degrading command vehemently enough.

      Eli flicked his wrist, sending the condom sailing across the room. “I’ve got other ideas for her.” As promised, he knelt behind her, pushing his hand between her clamped thighs and parting them slightly. He quickly followed the move with his tongue, licking from top to bottom and every needy place in between.

      “Oh!” Not a bad trade at all.

      He pressed both hands to her butt cheeks, spreading them apart to give his mouth better access. She glanced over her shoulder and caught Austin, Cody, and Jack gathering to get a closer look. Heat swamped her face at having her ass displayed so openly for them. That same heat trickled down between her breasts and flared low in her belly. Eli bent down and sucked her plump folds into his mouth, leaving her struggling to maintain her balance.

      The guys had agreed to play with her backside only upon request, and she hadn’t yet asked them to. What’s my safeword again? She searched her memory and recalled the word that would put everything to an end. Oh. That. She wouldn’t use it unless something hurt, and Eli’s magical tongue tricks definitely did not hurt.

      He added his hand to the performance, his fingers spreading wide across her aching flesh. He drove two inside her, twisting deep while his thumb pressed her swollen clit. Eli’s tongue flirted with the tight pucker, and a not entirely involuntary flinch drove her back against his wayward kiss. “Do that again.”

      His soft laugh tickled the neglected spot. Mmm…why had she told them to avoid it? Teasing licks matched the strokes of his thumb and fingers, consuming her fully.

      Tremors rattled Indie’s body, and she dropped to her elbows. “Don’t stop!”  Her knees gave out, and she melted into a rippling puddle on the floor.

      “Nice job, professor.” Cody clapped him on the back. “You turned our Doc into a ragdoll.”

      Eli leaned down, dragging his sweaty chest along her damp back. “Now you need to get fucked.”

      “Yes, please,” Indie sighed. He rarely asked her what she wanted. He told her. She kind of liked having the choice taken away from her. Hell, she’d let him fuck her right there on the floor if he wanted to. All of them—one after the other.

      Eli lightly bit her butt then rose to his knees. “Where’s the condom?”

      “You chucked it over there.” Cody sprung off the chair and leap-frogged over the couch. He dropped and searched the floor behind it. “Shit. Where is the motherfucking thing?”

      “Please!” Indie moaned and mashed her face against the rug, raising her ass and practically begging for the press of Eli’s cock.

      “Got it!” Cody popped up and flung the packet at Eli.

      Eli rolled the latex on and surged forward, filling Indie to the hilt. He twisted his hand in her hair and pulled. “Up on your knees, woman.”

      “I can’t.” Her body sagged, her limbs useless. “My legs are like jelly.”

      “I got you.” Eli’s grip in her hair tightened, jerking her taut against him while he reached around to capture a breast.

      “We got you.” Cody moved to kneel beside her, cupping her free breast in his palm and brushing his lips on hers.

      Austin settled on his knees in front of her. “I can help. Lean on me.” He took her hand and placed it on his shoulder then dipped his head to lick her clit.

      “Gonna help us?” Cody pulled his mouth off Indie’s neck long enough to shoot a glare at Jack.

      “Nope.” Jack moved to the backward chair Cody had abandoned and straddled it, folding his arms across the back. “I’m going to watch.”

      “Perv.” Cody snickered then resumed kissing Indie from neck to nipples.

      Indie cast a glance at Jack and spotted movement between his legs. He’d reached down to stroke his cock, the head peeking between the chair’s slats while he stared at them. She smiled, and he puckered a kiss at her.

      Eli’s grinding thrusts knocked her off balance, but she stopped her forward tumble with a hand on Austin’s head, sinking her fingers into his hair. He grunted, but his tongue kept flicking, toying with her swollen clit while Cody and Eli tugged her nipples.

      Thank God for their hands and mouths or she’d be a useless heap on the floor again. Melting heat seeped through her limp limbs, languishing between her thighs, pooling between her breasts. Her hand dropped to her side, brushing Cody’s cock as her fingers curled around his curved shaft, stroking and gently twisting.

      He gasped and groaned. “Mmm, Doc. I love your touch.”

      Eli pulled her head back, raising her lips to Cody’s mouth while he sank his teeth into the hot tingly spot between her neck and shoulder.

      “Ooh, fuck.” Indie squirmed in their grasp, her hands clenching in Austin’s thick hair and around Cody’s swelling cock. Eli. She needed to dig her fingers into Eli’s ass, but she’d have to let go of someone. Damn it, she needed more hands. Instead, she drove down on his thrusting cock, drawing a hearty moan from him. But he suddenly stiffened, and his perfect rhythm skipped.

      “Oh God!” Indie collapsed in Eli’s grasp, nearly trapping Austin’s head between her thighs.

      Eli groaned and shuddered, somehow maintaining his hold on her with an arm around her waist and a fist in her hair. He mashed his face into the curve of her neck, his harsh, ragged breath heating her skin.

      Austin rose to his knees in front of her, fully erect cock in hand. “Now that I’ve made you come, I’m going to give your greedy cunt the pounding it deserves.”

      “Major Tucker!” Should she let him get away with that? That word had always made her cringe, but damn if hearing it from him in this context hadn’t made her drip. “Where’s my belt?” She groped around.

      He grabbed her wrist and mashed her searching fingers against his rigid erection.

      Eli lowered Indie to lie back on the the floor while Cody found an unopened condom packet somewhere and slapped it into Austin’s waiting palm.

      Austin knelt between her legs, Eli rested her head in his lap, and Cody knelt on her right, leaving the left side of her body unattended.

      Cody swung his arm, beckoning Jack closer. “Get your lazy ass over here and help us love our woman.”

      Jack hoisted himself off the chair and ambled over a bit stiffly due to the condition of the swollen member between his legs. He knelt beside Indie, and she reached out to take hold of his contribution to her pleasure. Austin pounded her well-used flesh. Eli kissed her swollen lips. Jack and Cody caressed her overstimulated nipples while she stroked their cocks.

      Dear God, this is too much. She should choose just one of them, right? Devote her full attention to only one man in a traditional relationship with hope for a future? But what kind of future did this diseased world offer? And wouldn’t it be safer under the current circumstances to surround herself with men who loved her unselfishly and would do anything for her?

      The opposite fear creeped into her mind. Am I enough to keep them all happy? Would one of them eventually want to find a woman he didn’t have to share? She’d have to give herself equally to all of them.

      Honestly, that sounded like a challenge she wanted to take on. Her traditional relationships had always turned dull and predictable. She’d craved a love like no other, and she’d found it.

      Cody dragged his fingertips down her rigid arm. “Something wrong, Doc?”

      “No.” She gave him a weak smile, using the little strength she had left to tighten her grip on him. “All this,” she glanced around at the men surrounding her, “is a bit overwhelming.” A giggle escaped on a sigh, chased by a hint of worry. “I hope I can be everything you all need.”

      “No question about it, Doc.” Cody leaned down and kissed her.

      The rest of the guys grunted their agreement. Austin quickened his pace while Cody and Jack swayed on their knees beside her, apparently lost in heady bliss. Even Eli relaxed, lazily stroking her shoulders.

      Shared love had brought them here—their tiny piece of heaven in the midst of hell. Their relationship might not fit anyone else’s definition of perfect, but it fit them. “Oddly enough, I don’t feel guilty at all.” She loved them to the best of her ability, and would continue to do so until someone proved her wrong.

      Eli smiled and kissed her cheek. “Guilt is wasted energy.”

      Cody laughed. “I’m glad I spent my energy on things I should’ve felt guilty about but never cared to.” His eyes widened and he flinched. “Holy horse apples, Major!” He yelped as Austin slapped Cody’s ass.

      Austin shrugged. “He deserved it.”

      “Can’t argue with that.” Jack snorted.

      “Fuck you,” Cody snarled back.

      “Yes, you are.” Jack grinned as he and Cody reached across Indie to finish each other off, moaning in sync with Austin while he unleashed his heat in her exhausted flesh. They all tumbled on top of Indie in a panting, gasping heap.

      She’d failed to summon the strength to come again, but knowing she’d reduced her men to a groaning tangle of trembling limbs satisfied her more than the countless orgasms they’d brought her to tonight. Breathless orgasms that… Crap, I can’t breathe! “You’re crushing me!”

      They untangled themselves, grunting and stumbling. Indie gasped when Austin jammed a knee her ribs. He rolled off her and pulled her close, muttering an apology while he kissed her cheek. “When do I get to be in charge?”

      She sighed and laid her head on his shoulder. Despite his objections, she’d pretty much run the show since they’d met, countering his orders to get them to safety while she worked to save the world. But she’d lost that battle, and she didn’t know how to fight any longer. “When we’re exposed.”

      A wry smile twisted his lips, still pressed to her cheek. “You’re qualified on that front too, doctor.”

      “Then we’ll have to fight each other for the top position.” She rolled up on her hip and curled into him, threading her fingers in his hair as he claimed her lips.

      Eli ran his fingertips along her shoulder. “Where do we go from here?”

      “Who says we have to leave?” Cody sat up and caressed Indie’s thigh. “We’ve got food, shelter. We could settle here.”

      Jack scowled at him. “But for how long? And what happens when someone tries to take it from us?”

      “Let’s run off.” Cody changed tactics. “Go someplace tropical to wait this thing out. Hawaii is nice this time of year.”

      Eli ignored him. “We need to find a research facility where Indie can do her work.”

      Work. Why bother when she could fail again? Indie sighed and pulled back from Austin’s kiss. An isolated tropical paradise did sound nice. But she couldn’t run away, even as much as she wanted to. “I want to go home.” Indie sat up and rubbed her stinging eyes. “I need to find Monte.”

      “I need to find out what’s happened to my sister.” Austin rose beside her, his eyes watering too. “She’s on a ranch in Wyoming. The virus couldn’t possibly spread up there.”

      Eli’s audible inhale caught Indie’s attention. Jack also sniffed, and the two men exchanged frowns. “Smell that?” Eli arched an eyebrow.

      Indie detected the scent too. “Smoke. But we couldn’t smell it before.” She refused to follow that information to its logical conclusion. Their blissful oasis had been a mirage.

      “The wind must’ve changed direction.” Eli got up and hurried to the door.

      “Which means the fire’s headed straight for us.” Cody’s eyes sparkled.

      Austin rolled to his feet, but before he could issue orders, Indie beat him to it. “Get dressed. We’ve got to get out of here.” She grabbed her panties and stepped into them.

      “Hold on, I’m in charge now.” Austin stood naked in the middle of the room, hands on his hips.

      Indie threw his jacket at him, smacking him in the face as they all stopped and stared. “Put your clothes on!”

      “You heard her.” Austin pulled the garment off his head and snarled like a major. “Pants on, gear up, and run for the truck.”

      They scrambled over each other, grabbing shirts and boots, realizing they’d grabbed the wrong item and tossing it to the right guy. Indie abandoned the search for her bra and snatched her dress, buttoning it up crooked as Austin herded them all up the stairs.

      Smoke filled the street, an insidious haze that creeped into every crack and crevice. Jack reached the truck first and yanked the door open, hoisting Indie into the cab. The guys piled in behind her, and Jack hopped into the driver’s seat.

      He turned the key and stomped on the gas pedal. “Which way?”

      “Anywhere but here.” Austin glanced back as smoke swirled around them.

      The truck lurched forward. Jack directed it through hazy streets out of town on back roads, avoiding the jammed interstate.

      “Eli, get the map out.” Austin dug through his backpack and pulled out his phone. “I’m going to see if I can get any news reports.” An electronic chirp sounded, and he frowned at the screen.

      “You have a signal here?” Indie peeked over his arm.

      “One bar, but it’s enough.” He stared sideways at her chest and grinned.

      Indie glanced down and quickly re-buttoned her dress to cover an exposed breast.

      Jack pulled his phone from his jacket pocket and tossed it at Cody. “Check that.”

      “Battery’s completely dead.” Cody found his phone. “Mine too.” He tossed the lifeless device back in his bag.

      Eli tapped at his screen then put the phone to his ear. “Voicemail from my brother.” He listened, his lips turning down as the message went on. “The Scarlet Hell has spread to Chicago,” he repeated out loud. “Over half the city is dead. Millions more infected. People are killing each other trying to get out.”

      “We’re definitely not going to Chicago.” Cody pointed out the obvious.

      Indie woke her phone then gasped as the screen blew up with messages. “Death threats. How did these people get my number?” She deleted them, one at a time. “Nothing from Monte.” She sighed and shoved the phone into Cody’s backpack.

      “I got a text message.” Austin’s face paled, and the phone in his hand trembled.

      Indie slid closer to him, but she dared not look at the message. “What happened?”

      “My nephew…my sister’s kid. His dad was in Houston for a stock show.” Austin’s lips whitened. “He’s scared.”

      No one said a word, waiting for the worst news.

      Austin swallowed hard and continued. “He’s asking for help. ‘Bring Dr. Jones. We need her.’”

      Indie leaned forward and caught Jack’s eye. “We’re going to Wyoming.”

      Jack nodded. “Eli, check the map. Find me a clear route.”

      “I can’t ask you to do that.” Austin slammed the phone face down on his leg.

      “You didn’t.” Eli clapped his hand on Austin’s shoulder. “We volunteered.”

      “Fuck the Scarlet Hell,” Cody snarled, lacing his fingers with Indie’s and reaching across the seat to bind them all together. “It won’t tear us apart.”

      “We’re going with you, Major Tucker.” Indie tucked her free hand under Austin’s rigid bicep, drawing strength from him. “That’s an order.”

      “Thank you.” He clasped his hand over hers and leaned in to kiss her.

      Indie sighed and nestled in her men’s embrace. She should’ve known their escape wouldn’t last, so she filed the memories away for later use. They’d been exposed in every way except to the virus. Risking certain death to help Austin’s family came with the package. “This is where we go from here. Together. No matter what.”
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      Four men, one woman, everything to live for.

      Dr. Indiana Jones has spent her life working to make the world a better place, so when the Scarlet Infection seizes Denver in its bloody, fevered grip, she fights back with her microscope. Four strong, intelligent, dangerous men help her escape the quarantine and work to find a cure. Their task is impossible and failure after failure send them spiraling into despair. But among the ruins, reckless love grows. Not just once but five times over.

      As they struggle to rebuild a normal life, new threats rise up against them, forcing Indie and her former soldiers to adapt to a world without order. Death’s relentless dance has remixed their lives to a rhythm they no longer recognize. Love will survive, but what will it cost them? The time for talking is long past. Only actions matter now.
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      Everyone knows the myth of Persephone and Hades, but what if the story we believed wasn’t exactly how it seemed?

      Persephone, daughter of Demeter, one of the Twelve Olympians, has a dirty little secret. And if there’s one thing her mother will not tolerate, it’s to be made a fool of. To teach her wayward daughter a lesson, Persephone’s sentenced to three months in the Underworld, but things don’t go exactly as her mother planned. Persephone has had enough of her mother’s demanding ways, and is determined to find her voice, and her freedom. And both just happen to come in a much larger package than she expected. Who knew a trip to the underworld would be so liberating?
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      My arms stretched above my head as my back arched, my body feeling boneless as I woke up from the most glorious sleep imaginable. I slowly opened my eyes to the bright early morning sun streaming in through my window. Pushing myself out of bed, I resigned myself to my fate of another dull day being something I wasn’t.

      I slowly dressed in a pale blue dress, its classic Grecian style flowing gently to the floor from where it draped over my left shoulder. A braided golden belt at the waist showed off the womanly curves my mother steadfastly tried to ignore. The golden etching around the curved bodice that left my right shoulder bare brought subtle attention to my ample breasts.

      Knowing I couldn’t get away with much else, I styled my hair into a simple but elegant chignon and slipped my feet into a buttery soft pair of ballet slippers. Leaving my bedroom, I navigated the familiar halls of my mother’s palace and made my way outside. The side exit I emerged from led me straight to my favorite place in our territory.

      The small garden gazebo I had constructed years ago awaited me to take my seat and break my fast. Vines of climbing ivy in a bright emerald green curled around the base of the structure before transforming into beautiful lilac and wisteria that swirled around the posts playfully.

      I took a seat on the curved stone bench and waited for one of my mother’s many servants to come out and bring me my feast. I knew it wouldn’t be long. She seemed to have eyes and ears all around this place.

      Normally, your home was supposed to be a place you felt safe enough to be your true authentic self. Sadly, that wasn’t the case for me. Due to my mother’s place among the Olympians, I had to be on my best behavior at all times for the rest of my very long immortal life. It didn’t matter that I had a few hundred years under my belt. With my mother being one of the twelve, I had no say in the matters of my own life.

      Some may call me a coward for not standing up to her, well...ever, but I’d had first-hand knowledge of what she did to those who fell from her good graces. I refused to end up like them. Daughter or not, my mother had no room in her life for embarrassment.

      I remembered my first public tantrum as a child. While I couldn’t remember what it had been over, I vividly remembered what the results were. I was punished to spend a week in the solitude of my room. The windows were barred, and the door locked from the outside to stave off all possible hope for escape. I received my meals once a day through a small panel at the bottom of the door, all in an effort to reduce the amount of physical contact I received.

      That was honestly one of the worst weeks of my life, mainly because it was entirely unexpected. Up until then, I’d seen my mother punish those who disobeyed her, but I always assumed I’d be free of her wrath. That day taught me that I’d never be free. If anything, she watched me more closely than anyone else when around her.

      It’s why I took my darker proclivities elsewhere.

      After waiting under the shade of my gazebo for longer than usual, I started to get agitated. Of course, I couldn’t show it. As mother always said, showing irritation caused wrinkles. I was of the personal belief that being a fake bitch caused wrinkles but to each her own.

      Reining in my sigh of frustration, I stood from the bench and walked back in the house. The halls were unnaturally quiet for this time of day as I made my way to the dining room where my mother usually took her meals. She sat at the head of the table, her hair styled similarly to mine without a hair out of place. Whereas I had a few tendrils framing my face from where they’d flown loose from my walk to the gazebo, my mother’s dark chestnut hair was sleekly pulled back and pinned in place.

      She lifted her eyes to meet mine as I took the seat to her right. Immediately, one of the kitchen staff laid a full plate in front of me with a glass of juice.

      “Good morning, Mother.” I lifted my glass to my lips as I waited to see what she’d say.

      “Persephone,” she greeted. “You’re late for breakfast.”

      I risked a quick glance at her to try and gauge her emotions. As always, she was expertly closed off as she cut into her eggs.

      “My apologies. I wasn’t aware my presence was required this morning.”

      “Required?” She barked a sharp humorless laugh. “Have our laws change so suddenly that eating a meal with your mother now has to be a requirement?”

      I fought to keep my expression neutral, my gaze trained on my plate as I answered, “Of course not, Mother.”

      “Hmph. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were mocking me.” I kept quiet. It’s not like she expected an answer. “But we both know that isn’t the case,” she finished.

      Right.

      Silence lorded over the table as we ate our meals with a tenseness hovering in the air. I wasn’t sure what her reasons for suddenly wanting to dine together were, but I knew they couldn’t be good. And my suspicions were confirmed as soon as the last bite of her eggs benedict slid down her throat.

      A large hand roughly grabbed a good chunk of my hair and dragged me from my seat. I cried out as my hands went back to claw at the arms of whoever was assaulting me. My mother watched the scene with a shrewd, calculating gaze as she stood from her seat, only to be escorted from the room by one of her servants. The large behemoth dragged me behind them as my mother slowly strolled through the halls of our home. As if she had all the time in the world. As if my fucking hair wasn’t being ripped from its scalp by Hera only knows who.

      “You really should have been more careful with whom you trusted your perversions, Daughter,” she said, each word dripping from her lips as slow as molasses. “I mean, honestly. An Oneiroi? My Goddess, Persephone, I thought I raised you better than that.”

      My cries of outrage and pain did nothing to stop her obviously rehearsed spiel. But instead of speeding through it as a lowly politician would, my mother took her time, making sure I heard each and every word out of her hateful mouth. Each sentence an arrow aimed at every soft, squishy part of my existence, and set to detonate in a shower of goddess guts. My mother wanted to destroy me for embarrassing her, and if she couldn’t do it physically—least she ruin her sparkling reputation—she’d do it emotionally and mentally.

      “Honestly child, how stupid can you be? Trusting a dream god with your body in such a manner. And to even want those things. Positively vile. I know I raised you better than to debase yourself in such a way. An absolute embarrassment. What if the rest of the Twelve were to find out your heinous proclivities? Have you no shame? How you came from my womb, I’ll never know.”

      It went on like that for what felt like hours but was probably closer to ten minutes. Our palace may have been large, and she may have been walking slow, but for whatever reason, it never took us long to reach wherever we needed to go. Today, our destination was the portal.

      Hidden behind an inconspicuous wooden door was the only way in or out of our territory. It was located in the furthest reaches of the ground floor, purposely placed to confuse anyone who wandered in by accident. Not that it happened a lot. As you could probably tell, my mother just had a flair for the dramatic.

      When we reached the door, she stood to the side triumphantly, as if her words were all that was needed to knock the proverbial sense into me. I think she was just relieved that I’d stopped screaming my head off. She always did hate loud noises.

      She should remember that for the next time she had some big baboon drag me from a chair to an undisclosed location.

      “Well, no matter,” she said cryptically. “You’ll learn your lesson soon enough. And then you can return to being the daughter I raised.” She opened the door, revealing the black pit of the portal and looked to the oaf still holding my hair hostage. “Bring her.”

      She didn’t spare a glance back as she strode through the doorway confidently. I was going to hate this. You never wanted to go through a portal without knowing your destination. Even as a child, when I couldn’t travel the portals on my own and had to rely on my mother to get us from place to place, I had issues trusting the process. In hindsight, that was probably the first sign of my control issues, not that it matters much right now.

      I bit my lip to muffle my whimpers as I closed my eyes, resigned to my unknown fate as my mother’s servant dragged me through the portal. My stomach dropped as my heart threatened to find a way to climb up my throat, a clear sign of portal sickness.

      When we finished our walkthrough, the meaty hand holding my hair dropped me. Well, threw me would be more appropriate, but I was too busy sucking in air and trying to calm my nausea for semantics. I could only pray that he hadn’t ripped out a huge chunk of my hair. The relief I felt by it no longer being pulled was overshadowed by the tenderness in my scalp.

      “Get up, girl,” my mother sneered. Wherever we were must not have been that important to her. “Welcome to your new home.”

      Ignoring that last barb she just had to throw at me, I slowly made my way to my feet. When I felt steady enough, I opened my eyes and reeled at the desolate world around me. From the red, sunless sky, to the barren, dry dirt beneath my feet, I couldn’t believe my eyes. She really did hate me. I was an utter embarrassment that she wanted to rid herself of. Why else would my mother drop me in hell?
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      “Mother?” I fought to keep my voice from shaking. “Why are we in the Underworld?”

      “Because its god owes me a favor,” she replied flippantly.

      As soon as those words left her lips, the glamour that covered the surrounding area lifted, showcasing the Underworld in all of its abysmal glory.

      The sky really truly was a burnt red, but the ground wasn’t as barren as we’d been made to believe. About half a mile down on our left was a large red river that seemed to flow through all of the Underworld and broke off into five separate streams a ways down. Ahead of us was a forest of skeletal trees, their bare branches creaking eerily in the dismal breeze. Wispy strips of things unknown hung from those branches, and something in my gut told me I never wanted to get close enough to find out what they were.

      Soft scrapes on the dry, broken ground caught my ear, causing my gaze to drift to the right. A red bricked castle much larger than the palace in our territory sat about ten feet away, and walking away from its steps was the Lord who ruled there. Hades, in his human guise, stood about half a foot taller than me. His skin had a light tan that bordered on a creamy caramel complexion. Black, wavy locks framed his angular face and sharp jaw, icy blue eyes beneath neatly shaped brows pierced me with their fierceness. The God of the Underworld was not to be fucked with, and we’d just landed on his front step.

      Thick muscular legs—encased in dark washed jeans of all things—carried him down the last few steps. I couldn’t stop my eyes from slowly gliding up his wide waist, leading to a thick barrel chest that tested the seams of a black short sleeve graphic tee.

      Who knew the Devil was a Panic at the Disco fan?

      The scene in front of me was so different from the god I’d had small encounters with for most of my life. I’d forever blame the shocking transformation for the reason I’d suddenly lost my well developed and carefully placed filter. Well, that and being dragged around by my hair.

      “Death of a Bachelor or Pray for the Wicked?”

      The pain that erupted from the back of my head on the end of my question reminded me why it was a good idea to remain silent. I suppose I should consider myself lucky my mother didn’t deem to attend to me herself. That one hit alone jarred me enough to have me seeing things. It was the only explanation I could find as to why Hades would glare at the guard at my back.

      A moment later, his expression was back to normal. Although his plump bow shaped lips were ticked up a bit on the left, normally, I’d blame that on my mother. Even when you knew she was evil, as he seemed to, you couldn’t help but smile in her presence. But no, he wasn’t smiling at her. If that could even be called a smile. His sharp blue eyes were staring right into mine.

      Well then.

      “I prefer Vices and Virtues, actually.”

      The fact that he actually answered my idiotic question almost struck me speechless. Almost. “Huh. That does seem more your style.”

      The slap this time was harder, and all the more expected. I braced myself as my head was knocked to the side, all sound leaving me for a moment. It took everything in me to stand tall and not crumble to the ground, but that would only make it worse.

      However, I couldn’t imagine the Devil’s glare this time, nor the tightening of his jaw. And I definitely couldn’t ignore the next words to come out of his mouth.

      “Lay a hand on her again and I’ll break it.”

      My mother gasped. “Hades. Are you threatening my guard?”

      “The moment she stepped foot into my territory, your daughter became my prisoner. As we agreed. I don’t take kindly to people touching my things.”

      My mother’s eyes narrowed as she stared at my new captor. “Just remember that this arrangement is temporary. I’ll be back to collect her in three months’ time. I’m sure she’ll have learned her lesson by then.”

      Oh yeah, sure. Don’t even trust your dreams. What a very apt lesson, Mother.

      An odd growl-like sound coming from my mother gave me the distinct impression that wasn’t said only in my head. Oops.

      Hades’ lips twitched continuously as if fighting his laughter.

      “Come, Persephone,” he said, once he found himself back under control. “Let’s not anger your mother anymore.”

      I glanced slowly between the two, my mother’s scowling expression and Hades’ neural one, and took my first steps towards the God of the Underworld and the new world I seemed to find myself in.

      

      Hades and the two guards that I managed to ignore up until that point led me through a series of twisting corridors in the castle. They moved slow enough for me to admire the artwork adorning the walls but fast enough that I couldn’t forget why I was there. This wasn’t a leisurely trip to the Underworld; this was my punishment for being a deviant. Although, I suppose that’s not entirely correct. This was my punishment for being caught being a deviant. And if what my mother said was true, this would be the longest disciplinary action I’d had in my entire adult life.

      I should’ve known rejecting that dream dick would come back to bite me.

      Sometime during my musings, we’d arrived at our destination. The sitting room that we’d strolled into was extremely lavish and feminine. Blush pink curtains adorned the wide glass doors that led to the balcony, complimenting the off-white leather sectional directly in front of the massive fireplace. An open set of double doors to the right led to a bedroom with a massive bed in its center, the rest of the furnishings from what I could see looked just as put together as the sitting room.

      I turned to Hades with a look that I hoped expressed my absolute confusion. He took pity on me and swept out a hand, indicating the rooms.

      “I told your mother I’d keep you here for as long as she required, but you’re still a goddess in your own right. There’s no reason you shouldn’t be treated as one.”

      “I—I don’t understand. You just called me your prisoner not ten minutes ago.”

      Hades’ upper lip curled in a quick snarl before he schooled his expression. “Your mother has an interesting talent for making the people around her absolutely miserable. How you’ve survived it for as long as you have is a testament to your character. No reason to make her ire for whatever imagined crime worse for treating you with decency in front of her.”

      “Wait.” My eyes widened. “You don’t know why she sent me here?”

      He looked to the side as he answered, “I know what she wants me to know.” When he turned back to me, his expression was as it was when he first came to collect me. Carefully blank. “I hope you enjoy the rooms, and that your time here won’t be entirely unpleasant. You’re free to go wherever you like as long as it’s within the castle. That’s for your safety. I may rule the Underworld but there are some things that inhabit this plane that even I can’t command.”

      The thought of there being something outside of these walls that even Hades couldn’t control did its job to strike fear into my heart.

      “I won’t leave the castle,” I murmured.

      “Good.” He nodded. “Well, I’m sure you’d like some time to yourself. I’ll be attending the denizens in the throne room if you need anything. The guards will direct you.”
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      The guards will direct you.

      Ha! If that wasn’t the biggest load of crap I’d ever heard.

      I rolled over in the massive bed Hades appointed as mine and stared at the crown moldings on the high ceiling, just as I’d done every morning for the past week of my imprisonment. Just another beautifully gilded cage.

      A knock at the outer door heralds breakfast, which I’ve opted to taking in the small dining room off to the left of the immaculate sitting area.

      “Enter,” I called out, waiting until they came in, delivered my breakfast, and left just as quietly, before getting out of bed.

      A massive wardrobe took up the left-hand corner of the room behind the double doors and was filled with Grecian dresses, as well as modern Earth clothes in my size. How Hades acquired those sizes, I didn't want to think about.

      Having taken a long bath the night before, I opened the wardrobe and pulled out one of the flowing sky-blue dresses, trying not to think about how the color was only a shade or two off from my current captor's eyes. I slipped off one of the many silky nightgowns that occupied the wardrobe and tossed it to the bed, swapping it out for the dress. As with all the other clothes I’d tried on before it, it fit perfectly, hugging my slim curves and lifting my breasts, leaving no need for a bra. After slipping on a soft pair of ballet flats, I ran a comb through my hair and called it done.

      There was no need to try and impress when I was being held against my will.

      After a quiet breakfast, I tried to do some light reading and quickly grew restless. Thinking a walk around the halls would ease my nerves, I pushed away from the table and made my way to the outer door. As always, two of Hades’ guards stood watch outside my door.

      Unbelievable.

      Hades’ parting words to me my first morning here rolled through my head again, as it always did whenever I saw the guards. “The guards will direct you.” More like the guards will watch you like a hawk. The only time I ever found myself free of them was either in my rooms or in their master’s presence, the former happening more often than the latter. When I questioned him about it, he simply stated that it was a condition of my mother keeping me here.

      Apparently, the woman has eyes everywhere.

      Rolling my eyes at the iron-clad men, I exited my room and started to roam the halls. I admired the paintings I only had a moment to glance at my first day here, along with a hidden garden in a central courtyard. Immediately I knew that I’d be coming back to take a longer look. The most unusual find was a massive library three stories tall. And that was only on the first floor.

      As I made my way to a back portion of the castle I hadn’t explored yet, the loud bellowing of a familiar voice snagged my attention. I moved back a few steps to an iron door with a small square window just above my head. Placing my hands on the ledge, I stood on my tiptoes and peered inside. I couldn't contain my gasp of surprise as I laid my eyes on one of the reasons I was stuck here.

      Ikelos was a dream god who I first encountered some time ago. Unlike his brothers, his powers created dreams that felt all too real, and like them, he could interact with the dreamer. I'd been that dreamer when we met. He weaved a world filled with my every dark sexual fantasy and enjoyed them with me. Only to apparently sell me out to my mother once the dreams were over and I rejected him in the waking world. The daughter of one of the Twelve shouldn't be having such fantasies, which she drilled into my head as she had one of her behemoths drag me down here.

      My ire spiked as I watched him deflate and lie back against the wall of his prison as if this were a vacation for him. Only a thin chain bolted to the floor and an iron door kept him from walking out and living his life, whereas I was constantly watched and guarded around every corner.

      My jaw clenched as I tried the handle of the door to find it open. Unbelievable! If he broke that chain, there was nothing to stop him from walking right out of there. As a resident of the Underworld, he could traverse these plains without anyone or anything trying to stop him. I silently fumed as I looked behind me at the guard standing at the other end of the hallway. He said nothing as I pulled the door open and stepped inside.

      Ikelos glanced up as I walked into the room and stopped in front of him. A sly smile forming on his face.

      "Well, if it isn't the Goddess of Vegetation. Doesn't exactly have the same ring to it as your mother's title, now does it?"

      My eyes narrowed as I looked him over. His square jaw was covered in stubble, his blue eyes lacked the shine that they once did when I saw him last. His normally fair skin looked a bit pale and gaunt as the clothes he wore hung on his body.

      Not at all like the last time I saw him.

      He wasn't as muscular as his brothers, but his lean frame had enough cut lines to draw the ladies’ eyes. It was as if he'd been starved for weeks, which I knew wasn't possible. I’d met with him in the waking world the day before my mother dragged me down here and he was perfectly healthy. So, what changed?

      "Seeing you like this should bring me joy," I murmured. "But seeing as how I'm stuck here being watched, and you only have a chain keeping you contained behind a door that isn't even locked, I can't muster up the emotion."

      His eyes flared for a moment before settling. "You think you're stuck? This chain you so aptly dismiss is sucking the energy right out of me. The guards only come in every other day to feed me, and that's one meal, in case you're wondering. They don't need to lock the door when I can barely stand even after a meal."

      I thought about his words for a moment as I crossed my arms. "Nope. Still nothing but anger. But I know something that could make me feel better."

      "If it's my cock, you're sorely out of luck," he quipped. "The damn thing just won't operate besides the occasional piss. Not exactly fit for duty with the way your twisted mind works."

      My anger reached a new level. How dare he? "My mind is not twisted," I managed to grit out.

      He smiled. "Darling, I've been inside your mind, remember? It's positively sickening."

      I gritted my teeth as I took a step closer to him. "I'll show you sickening."

      We were on the ground floor of Hades' immaculate palace, and the floors weren't too thick. Getting a brilliant idea, I smiled as I called on my power. Vegetation might not seem like much, but grass could be a fickle bitch and cut as deep as any blade.

      Sharp stocks burst up from the ground below him, shock evident on his face. I stood back and watched as the vines wrapped around him and cut into his flesh drawing blood. He cried out as the vines tightened around his legs and crawled up this body, making him immobile.

      "Persephone, stop this!" he cried.

      "Why should I? You're the reason I'm here! Enjoy the fruit this twisted mind has wrought you."

      He continued to cry out as the vines reached his torso, slow in their torture. He hurled obscenities at me as I stood back and watched his pain. Maybe I did have a sick and twisted mind. Maybe I did deserve this punishment as Mother said. But I was done being a victim, and I wasn't going to take this lying on my back. Or maybe I would.

      When the vines reached his neck, I stopped them. Reveling in the sight of his blood dripping from their leaves like crimson ink. The level of elation I felt at his pain surprised me. The only times I’d ever felt this happy were when I was being dominated. The rush of endorphins that flowed through me while I was being spanked and flogged were always a highlight of my day. And this man had ruined that for me.

      My satisfaction at his pain didn’t last long, but it did give me a new sense of purpose. I wouldn’t let what he’d done destroy what I held sacred, and it was time to take back my freedom. Starting with the man who kept me here.

      With a devilish smile, I turned from his panting figure and left the room, making sure to slam the door on my way out. I walked straight to the guard in the hall, who hadn't moved an inch since I stepped foot into the room, and uttered one sentence. "Take me to Hades."

      If he was surprised by my request, he didn't show it. Then again, I couldn't see much of his face behind the armored headpiece.

      He turned and led me through a series of halls that led to Hades' throne room. The man in question was seated on a throne large enough to fit his altered persona. While attending the denizens of the Underworld, Hades was larger than life. His skin had taken on a darker hue and was easily twice the size of a normal god. With muscular arms and legs slightly bigger than my head, a torso the width of two of mine, and the curved horns bursting from his forehead, he really was the devil every human feared.

      I’d only seen Hades in his demonic guise a few times in my life, and while it was monstrous, it did nothing to curb the desire I had growing for him from the first moment I saw those ice blue eyes. As I started to explore my darker fantasies, it’d be those eyes hovering above me as the man of the night tied me down and stripped me bare. His deep, commanding voice that gave me orders. It was time for those fantasies to become reality, starting with my command over him. It was time to make the devil my bitch.

      "You can leave now," I told the guard behind me.

      Hades' head snapped up at the sound of my voice, his eyes widening as I took sure, confident steps up to his throne, bypassing the line of denizens waiting for his attention. His fiery eyes drifted behind me before he nodded, obviously assuring the guard that he could depart. I didn't care. I was a woman on a mission, and I wouldn't be stopped.

      When I reached the steps of his dais, I placed one foot on the bottom step, letting the slit in my dress expose the smooth creaminess of my skin. It was doubtful a man like Hades received much female attention so forwardly. He was the king of the Underworld after all.

      I placed one hand on my exposed thigh, the other on my hip, making my breasts push forward in the classic Grecian ensemble. His eyes were immediately drawn to them. I let him stare a moment before clearing my throat. His gaze snapped to mine.

      "I'd like a word with you," I told him. "In private."

      He raised a dark brow before waving his hand. The two guards that stood watch on either side of his throne immediately went into action, hustling the souls out of the room and closing the door behind them, leaving me alone with their master.

      "This is an unexpected surprise." His deepened voice slid over me and sent chills down my spine. Although, they probably weren't the same chills that everyone else felt after hearing that voice.

      Since I decided to embrace my twisted side, I had no problem admitting that I found the devil attractive, in either of his forms. His power and strength lured me in a way no other ever had. The devil enticed me. He made me imagine things that only he could make a reality. And while at first, these thoughts were terrifying, over time I came to embrace them and even looked forward to them.

      Before I came here, I knew that they could only be a fantasy, but maybe with a bit of not so gentle prodding, they could be more.

      "I've decided to stop fighting my imprisonment," I announced.

      His eyes widened. Obviously not expecting that to come out of my mouth. It was a heady feeling, catching the devil off guard.

      "Is that so?" he asked in a slow drawl. “I wasn’t aware that you were.”

      "It is." I gave a sharp nod. “And it may have been a mental fight, but a fight all the same.”

      We were both silent as we watched each other, deciding who would make the next move. He broke first.

      "I never agreed with your mother’s idea of discipline, but I can't say that I'm unhappy you're here."

      "And why is that?"

      "I've been watching you for some time, Persephone. As creepy as it sounds, I remember the day you were born. Too beautiful for this world but a little hellion even then." He chuckled. "You aggravated your mother to no end in your formative years."

      "And now?"

      "Now you're a grown woman, and yet she still treats you like a child. And you allow her to."

      "She's my mother."

      "And you're your own person, with your own thoughts and drives that are separate from hers. I hope that during your time here you'll learn to see that."

      "I think I'm beginning to."

      Silence fell across the room once again, as I pondered if I was up for the task I set for myself. His deep rumble brought me out of my musings.

      "Why are you here, Persephone?"

      I looked him in the eyes, unflinching, and uttered my truth. "I have a twisted mind, Lord Hades. And I've decided it's time to embrace it."

      "In what way?" he asked, intrigue striking his features.

      You'll find out in but a moment.

      Without answering him, I climbed the steps to his throne. Embracing all my deviant thoughts, and gathering my courage, I straddled his lap and wrapped my arms around his neck. He did nothing to stop me, but his hands tightened on the arms of his seat.

      "I wish to have my way with you, Lord Hades," I purred. "Will you allow me that?"

      His voice turned husky as he answered, "I don't see what you can gain from this, but do as you wish."

      "Excellent."

      Not giving him a moment to rethink our roles, I leaned in, placing a small open-mouthed kiss on his lips before moving down to his neck. His large veins throbbed as I tongued the skin there, slowly skimming my teeth over his flesh before biting down softly. A low groan erupted from his throat as I moved down to his chest, placing open mouthed kisses as I went. My hand drifted down to his pants as I reached his bare chest.

      Thankfully, the lord of the Underworld didn’t think he’d need a shirt when attending to his people.

      My mouth trailed a path to his nipple as my hand found his cock over his pants, just starting to harden. I circled my tongue around the dark skin of his areola until his nipple tightened and closed my mouth around it. Lazily, I stroked my fingers up and down his shaft as I gave his nipple expert attention before moving to the other. As soon as they were hardened peaks, I stood and told him to stand.

      His breathing was elevated as I took a step back to give him space, his pupils fully dilated as he watched me with lust heating his eyes. He stood at least two feet taller than me, my head at his rib cage which I immediately started to pepper with open mouth kisses as my hands worked to undo his pants. They dropped with a soft whoosh as I continued to lower myself, dropping kisses across his hardened abs, to the deep adonis belt leading to his cock.

      Who knew the devil went commando?

      Without touching his semi-hard package, I lowered myself to just below him as he widened his stance. I leaned in closer and stopped myself as I inhaled his heady musk. This position wasn't going to work for what I wanted. I backed away and stood, earning a raised brow from the god before me.

      "I need you to lay down," I told him.

      "You picked the wrong place for comfort, Persephone."

      "I didn't ask for comfort. I asked you to lay down."

      The corner of his lips twitched as he fought a smile, and gave me a small nod. He moved over to the side of his throne where a large open space waited for his body to grace the smooth, cool marble. As he settled himself on the floor—something I was sure no other had ever requested of him—I went down a step to where his ass just barely hung onto the edge. The man was pure muscle.

      I lowered myself back down to my knees, just outside of his opened legs, and draped myself over his muscular thigh. My breasts ached where they rested against him, his heat searing into my dress as I lifted his heavy balls as much as I could without touching his cock. Even half soft, he was already larger than all of the other men I’d had before him. I knew it would take all the skill I possessed to get him where I wanted him to be. He wouldn't feel the heat of my hand until I was ready for him.

      With his balls lifted and in place, I licked a long, slow line with the flat of my tongue across his perineum, up the center of his sack, and sucked one heavy ball into my mouth. I moaned around the musky flavor as I felt myself grow damp.

      My tongue circled around his sack as I finally took him in hand, the tips of my fingers not even close to touching around his girth. I found that to be more of a challenge than a hindrance. I stroked his slowly hardening cock leisurely as I moved to the other ball, giving it the same attention before I cradled them in my free hand, swapping open-mouthed kisses between the two. My tongue lavishing attention on each as if my taste buds couldn’t get enough. I didn’t even think to try placing both in my mouth at once the way I normally would when giving a blowjob this thorough, he was simply too big. And I knew this was only a sure glimpse into what I could expect once I tackled his cock.

      His labored breaths reached my ears as I moved my mouth away from his balls, only to lick a slim line up his shaft with the tip of my tongue. Each bumpy vein I slid over sent a pang of need straight to my empty cunt. As I reached his mushroomed tip, I sucked him in—a tight fit as expected—keeping my lips stretched as my tongue swirled around the edge and through his slit. The taste of his precum as his cock hardened to full extension was blissful. I moaned around him as I took him deeper, reveling in the short pants and groans that emanated from his mouth.

      With a short growl, he sat up, removing me from his member. "Enough of this. It’s my turn now."

      A surprised squeak escaped me as he grabbed my legs and turned me. He pulled me up to his mouth as my dress fell open. Draping my legs over his shoulders, he set his mouth to my silk covered mound and licked a flat line from my clit to my entrance that had me moaning aloud.

      His arms wrapped around my waist to keep me in place as he tore my panties away with his teeth and set himself to tonguing me with a fervor I'd never felt before. His tongue pillaged my opening, sucking out every drop of wetness and moaning into me.  

      Not wanting to be sidetracked by his talented tongue, I set my mouth back on him. My hand stroking the length my mouth couldn't reach as I took him as far back into my throat as I could. I'd never been more proud of not having a gag reflex as we drove each other wild. My hips circled as his tongue flicked over my clit at a fast pace, driving my hunger for him higher. I continuously moaned around his shaft as if I couldn't get enough.

      I pumped him like I was starved for his cum as my head bobbed and tongue swirled. He bucked his hips as much as he could with our position, driving himself into my mouth and feeding the hunger he created in me. Somehow, I managed to wrap my legs around his head, wanting to draw him in closer.

      A finger pierced my entrance as I cried into him, feverishly matching his thrusts as his tongue played havoc on my throbbing clit. Reaching down, I massaged his balls as I continued to devour him. My hand and mouth tightened as I felt my orgasm start to tingle my toes. I ground into his mouth wildly as I continued to suck on his head, stroking his large cock as his balls tightened.

      With the way our orgasms were building, I knew they were about to be Earth-shattering, and I was determined not to get there alone. Tightening my hands on his balls and cock, I stroked him faster, my mouth staying in place as my tongue continuously slid through his slit. I was searching for the cum I knew would come shooting out of that tiny hole at any moment. And it did.

      Just as the most mind-blowing orgasm washed over me, stealing my breath, the first jet of his cum shot to the back of my throat. Back spasming, legs shaking, I cried out in bliss as I fought to breathe and swallow at the same time. His milky essence coated my mouth, spilling out the sides and dripped down his pulsing shaft.

      Growling moans competed against the blood rushing through my ears in a quest to be heard. I pulled my mouth off of him and cried out as he continued to lave at my over-sensitized clit, quickly whipping me into a second orgasm I wasn’t sure I could survive.

      His cock continued to pump out ropes of cum, splashing my jaw and the swell of my breasts. I could do nothing but hold onto him as my pussy pulsed around his thick finger, my second orgasm careening me into a dark haze where nothing existed but the feel of the god beneath me.

      I was ruined. One sexual encounter with the man who’d taken up space in my brain for decades and I was ruined for any other. He ruined the chances of any other man being able to satisfy me. My life would be a lonely dismal existence once I left here and went back to my mother’s.

      Bastard.

      When the world finally came back into focus, I briefly registered that he’d turned me around and I was now laying on his chest—his smooth, caramel colored, human guised chest. I had a small moment to wonder why I was disappointed he’d changed back before his icy eyes met mine and his lips crashed into me.

      My already heavy eyelids slammed closed as I moaned into the kiss. I could taste myself on his tongue, a sweet yet salty tang that I didn’t really mind, and wondered how he felt about his taste on mine. Our tongues twirled together in a sensual dance as his arms tightened around me, his large, erect cock butting against my entrance.

      We were both breathing heavy as the kiss broke, staring into each other’s eyes with something like wonder in his, and what I was sure was complete bafflement in mine.

      His cock twitched against me, making me shudder deliciously as I moaned and tilted my hips against him. A primal heat emerged in his eyes seconds before he lined up with my opening, and surged inside me. My back bowed as I pressed down on him, momentarily losing my breath as he went even deeper.

      His large hands moved from my waist to rip the bodice of the dress, exposing my breasts to him. He took one in hand while the other went back to my waist, lifting me off of him before he plunged back inside. Our groans mingled as I looked down on him and placed my hands on his chest. Feeling steadier, I lifted my hips slowly, relishing every bump of his veiny cock until I reached the tip and slammed down. His groan of pleasure was my reward.

      More confident with our position, I rode him hard. My breasts bounced with each downward thrust, as his hips surged up to meet me. Leaving my waist, he palmed both of my breasts, fondling their weight as I bounced on him. The slap of skin and the moans and grunts from our merging were the only sounds to be heard.

      We sped up as he tweaked my nipples, sweat dripping down our skin and merging with the leftover trails of his cum that had transferred from my chest to his. In the back of my mind, I wondered if it bothered him, having his cum on his chest, but I was too busy chasing my orgasm to care.

      Suddenly, he pulled me down on top of him, squishing our chests together as our mouths merged as one. His hands smoothed down the curve of my back where one settled at the dip in my waist while the other went to palm my ass. He kept me pressed against him as he thrust into me hard and fast. The new angle and his deep strokes tipped the scales and left me careening into my third orgasm of the day.

      I broke the kiss to cry out, his mouth immediately moving to my neck to bite down, sending me even further into the stratosphere. With a few more hard pumps, his cock pulsed and he came hard, shooting his load into my wet channel.

      He moaned into my neck as his hips continued to thrust, short, quick strokes that sent my over-sensitized body into a numb-like daze. Only when his cock was finally spent did he stop, his mouth trailing kisses up my neck and back to my lips. The sweet, sensual way his lips moved over mine was so at odds with the brutal fucking we’d just concluded, it left me dazed.

      With a satiated sigh, he pulled back.

      “You’ve ruined me,” he murmured, vocalizing my earlier thoughts about him precisely. “In one unexpected encountered, you’ve ruined all other women for me.”

      “Ditto,” I mumbled stupidly. “How will I ever settle for another man knowing the things you can do to me?”

      His jaw tightened as a different kind of fire from earlier entered his eyes. “You won’t.”
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      There’s a human expression that I’d become rather fond of. The devil is in the details. At first look, the Underworld, and Hades’ castle, in particular, both give off a very menacing vibe, much like the god himself. But when you look closer, you start to notice things you wouldn’t normally see since you’re too busy trying not to make direct eye contact, or stare too long in case something jumps out at you.

      It’d been a few weeks since my interlude with Hades, and during that time I saw the details for what they were. The Lord of the Underworld, in direct opposition to his cold-hearted reputation among the other gods and goddesses, had a deep love for art, architecture, and cultivation. When he was given dominion over the Underworld, he used his magic to design the castle to his exact specifications, adding multiple pieces of art and the huge courtyard conservatory over the years. In its center was a large hedge maze that I loved spending hours getting lost in. Hades would sometimes accompany me in the garden, but we mostly saw each other during meal times. I’d stopped taking them in my room, opting to spend as much time with the enticing god as I could before my time here came to an end.

      We hadn’t been together sexually since our first coupling. And I hadn’t exactly made him my bitch as intended, but I enjoyed what we did, and if that was all I’d leave with, so be it. That was my mindset as I strolled the gardens for yet another day, basking in the burnt umber sky as the day slipped into night. I was more content than I had been in a long time, which was why the guard that approached me took me by surprise.

      Yes, they still watched me like a hawk, but they mostly kept their distance. Not this guy. He stepped right up to where I’d stopped, frozen in my shock, and uttered one sentence that almost knocked me on my ass.

      “Lord Hades requests your presence in his private chambers.”

      Say what now?

      “But...dinner’s being served in an hour,” I said stupidly.

      The guard said nothing. As if his only command were to relay Hades’ message and bring me to him. Could they not talk to me outside of direct orders?

      Trying a different method, I said, “I don’t know where his private chambers are.”

      The guard turned and started to navigate his way out of the hedge maze.

      Looks like they’re not big on words.

      Stifling an eye roll, I took one last look at the new section of the maze I hadn’t yet explored and turned to follow the guard out of the courtyard and through the castle. It turned out that Hades’ private chambers were actually the entire third floor of the estate. In fact, they were so private, that the guard who brought me up there, couldn’t even step foot off of the staircase. Which of course made me immediately wary. If a denizen of Hell didn’t have the authority to be up here, then what was I doing there?

      My silent question was answered a moment later when Hades himself appeared in front of us. He looked much like he did my first day there, dark washed jeans and a graphic tee. The only difference was his bare feet. Before coming here, I was a firm believer that feet couldn’t be sexy. Hades disproved that belief by leaps and bounds. There was a weird sort of intimacy at play with the almost overwhelming masculinity he displayed on a daily basis.

      Before I could say a word, the guard disappeared, and Hades took my hand in his. He led me through the wide halls of the top floor and through an archway off to the right which led to an intimate dining room.

      “I thought we’d have dinner alone tonight,” he said, his deep voice breaking through the companionable silence. “If that’s alright with you.”

      “We always have dinner alone,” I responded.

      His head tilted to the side as his eyes squinted a bit. “Not exactly. The staff alone makes that impossible. Hopefully, tonight will change that.”

      Curious by his meaning, but unwilling to question it, I allowed him to lead me to the high-backed chair to the left of the head of the table. The meaning wasn’t lost on me, and against my better judgment, my heart gave a hard thump in my chest.

      Dinner was a succulent meat dish that fell off the bone and practically melted in my mouth, paired with rice pilaf and steamed vegetables. Our conversation mostly revolved around what we’d done earlier in the day, and it all felt a lot more intimate than I was used to feeling around Hades.  

      When we finished our meals, Hades gave me a sly smile. “Are you ready for dessert?”

      

      Leaving the dishes where they were, I followed him out of the dining room and through a few open archways to a closed door. He stood in front of it as if it held all of the secrets to the universe behind its wood exterior, that sly smile still on his face.

      “I have to be honest with you about something,” he said. “I know the reason your mother set you to me.”

      My eyes widened. “She told you?”

      His head tilted to the sides in a so-so manner. “Not exactly. I know about your little trip to the cells the first day you came to see me. Did you ever wonder why he was in that room?”

      “Is he still in there?” I asked instead, noticing he said ‘was’.

      “He is.” He nodded.

      “Then I don’t think the why matters all that much.” I shrugged. “He’s where he deserves to be. Now, what’s behind the door?”

      His smile turned absolutely feral as he answered, “My playroom. Would you like to see?”

      Playroom? He has a playroom?

      A large smile bloomed on my face as I gave him a quick nod. “Yes, Sir.”

      Heat flared in his eyes as he turned the doorknob and stepped backwards into the room. “Follow me.”

      My eyes widened as I stepped into the room. All my darkest fantasies were placed in glass cases around the walls and in the open floor space. There was an entire case devoted to dildos and vibrators of different sizes and materials. Another filled with whips and chains, nipple clamps and tails. My panties were soaked in an instant.

      To the left, a large king-sized bed was flushed against the wall, red and black satin sheets and pillow decorating its surface. In the corner stood a large gilded throne, upholstered in thick red padding on the seat, back, and armrests. A level on the side gave me the distinct impression that it was more than just a throne, and my twisted side couldn’t wait to find out what else it could do.

      “Persephone,” Hades purred my name as he closed the door behind me. “Before we get started, there are a few rules we need to go over.”

      “Of course, sir,” I responded.

      “Starting with that. When we’re in this room, you’ll address me as ‘Lord Hades’, is that understood?”

      “Yes, Lord Hades.”

      “Good. Now, what are your hard limits.”

      “I have none, Lord Hades.”

      “Is that your final answer, pet?” He crossed the room to stand in front of me and raised a dark brow.

      I lifted my head but directed my gaze just below his eyes. “Yes, Lord Hades.”

      His mouth lifted into a full grin, teeth and all. “Excellent.” He moved away from me and over to the case of vibrators. I suppressed my grin as he caressed the glass before moving over to the case of restraints and blindfolds. Pulling open the doors, his hand moved over different lengths of silk before grabbing a long length in dark blue and wrapping it around his hand.

      “Do you trust me, pet?” he asked without turning around.

      “Of course, Lord Hades.”

      He didn’t respond as he left the case open and walked over to me. Moving behind me, he placed the silk over his shoulder and gathered my hair in his hands, tying it into a ponytail with a band he pulled out of nowhere.

      “When you’re in here, your hair should be like this. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Lord Hades.”

      “Good.”

      I breathed deeply as his arms came around me and brought the silk over my eyes. Sensory deprivation, an ultimate act of trust that brings a heightened sense of pleasure. My skin tingled as his hands went to the straps of my dress and pushed them off my shoulders. Every sound was heightened as the dress fell to the floor with a soft whoosh. My panties went next, goosebumps breaking out over my skin from the cool air of the room.

      “Step forward.”

      Moving carefully, I stepped out of the pool of my dress and panties and waited for my next instruction. Soft steps moved across the wood floor, and I could only hope he was going back to the vibrator case.

      I heard nothing more as he selected his next piece. Of course he’d have squeak free hinges and shelves. As his steps moved back across the room, I held my breath.

      Please let it be a vibrator. Please let it be a vibrator.

      “Widen your stance.” I moved my legs just a bit further than my hips width apart. “Bend over.”

      Yes!

      A single finger skimmed down my spine, making me shiver hard.

      “No moving, pet,” he chastised, but I heard the smile in his voice.

      After he removed his finger from my body, I heard a cap open. I fought to stay still as his gelled finger prodded my back entrance. I stifled a moan as he prepped me for whatever he had in store. Breathing deeply, I curled my hands into fists to stop myself from pushing back on his fingers.

      When he had me how he wanted me, he removed his fingers and quickly replaced them with a cold metal butt plug. I was breathing fine, adjusting to its weight, until it started vibrating, shaking through the thin wall that separated my two holes. Shit. Well, I did ask for a vibrator. Everything below my waist tightened. My pussy felt agonizingly empty while my ass hugged the plug as if it were a dear friend.

      “Stand.”

      I bit my lip as I stifled yet another moan and stood as he commanded. My heart rate elevated, no matter how controlled my breaths were, I couldn’t stop the pleasure zipping through my body, nor did I want to. I just about jumped out of my skin as Hades took my hand in his and started walking me over to the left of the room. My legs trembled with each step, my cheeks clenching as I kept the plug in place while I grew damp with arousal. I knew if I had panties on, they’d be soaked. He stopped when my knees hit the edge of the bed.

      “Climb up,” he whispered, dangerously close to my ear, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

      Trusting in his instructions, I bent over, moaning as the pulsing between my cheeks went higher, and crawled over the large expanse of the bed. I continued moving forward until my hands hit the edge of the pillows and stopped, ass in the air and vibrating with pleasure.

      “Lay down,” he said, his voice sounding further away than just the edge of the bed. “Spread your arms and legs straight.”

      I did as he said, lying flat on my stomach as I stretched my arms out above my head onto the pillows, my legs fully extended to the end of the bed. His soft steps moved around the room, growing fainter the further he walked away from me. Knowing there was nothing I could do, I continued to breathe through the vibrations, trying to regulate my erratic heartbeat. I closed my eyes beneath the blindfold and went through my meditation exercises. My peace was nearly achieved when Hades returned, lifting my wrist to place a fur-lined cuff around it. Another was placed on my opposite wrist before he spoke again.

      “Lean up and rest on your elbows.” I did as he asked, and heard the tell-tale signs of a chain jingling before he allowed me to lay back down.

      Matching fur lined cuffs were placed around my ankles, and I let out a small squeak as he spread my legs apart. I tested my restraints, feeling the bar in between them that kept them firmly apart.

      A spreader bar. Nice touch.

      I stayed still as a weight pressed between my spread legs, making the bed dip. His hands gripped my hips suddenly, causing me to jolt in his embrace before he lifted me to my knees. With my new position, I had to lean heavily on my elbows, having just enough slack from the chains I was apparently attached to to accomplish this.

      The bed dipped again under my stomach, Hades’ smooth, hot skin brushing against me. I cried out as his mouth closed around my breast, his tongue languidly circling my nipple until it rose to a hardened peak. He released me with a soft pop, moving to the other as he continued to tweak my exposed nipple with his fingers.

      When my nipples became nice and tight, he released them. His soft breaths fanned out over my chest as he prepared for whatever he had planned next. The sharp pinch of clamps closing over my nipples rocked my body. My wrists pulled at their restraints as I thrust my ass into the air, the plug inside me still vibrating away.

      “I’m almost ninety percent sure I said no moving, pet,” Hades murmured. “Of course, who could ever be completely sure when faced with such arousing temptation.”

      My breaths sawed out of me as Hades moved from under my chest. I couldn’t tell where he went, but suddenly his hands were kneading my ass cheeks. Firm long strokes and hard grips that only added to my pleasure, building my need for him. He’d spread my cheeks, only to slap them back together around the vibrator, making me cry out in bliss.

      “You will get one strike for every move you’ve made out of turn,” he said. “This is the only time I will give you a choice for your punishment. Hand or crop?”

      I bit my lip against the smile that wanted to break free. “Crop.” I wasn’t surprised by the huskiness of my voice. Hades had managed to wind me up so far, it wouldn’t take long to send me over the edge. And a riding crop was just the thing to do it.

      “Very well,” he murmured, giving each cheek one last squeeze.

      The bed moved as he shifted his weight off of the bed until I could only feel his powerful presence looming off to the side of me. Even though it’d probably earn me another strike, I turned my head to face him. I didn’t need to see him to know that he’d enjoy watching my expressions during my punishment. I was determined not to hold anything back.

      Hard, yet soft, the juxtaposition of the flat, rectangular head of the leather riding crop had a feeling of newness to it. This pleased me immensely. I had the unfortunate knowledge that some Dom’s didn’t care if they reused toys on different Sub’s, as long as they were clean. They never got within ten feet of me, but the same couldn’t be said by some of my other Sub Sisters. Knowing that Hades probably took the time to restock his entire playroom just for me left me feeling all tingly inside. And no, it wasn’t the vibrator.

      A quick, sharp thwack to my right flank brought me out of my musings, causing me to arch further into the bed and cry out.

      “That’s one,” Hades told me. “You’ll receive ten, and I expect you to count each and every one of them. Do you understand me?”

      “Yes, Lord Hades,” I husked out.

      My breathing escalated as the crop circled my cheeks, skimming dangerously close to the vibrator before slapping home on my left cheek.

      “Two,” I moaned, my pussy quivering and clenching, wanting to grab hold of something.

      This time, he let the crop caress the length of my spine before delivering a sharp crack to my right side.

      “Three,” I cried out, my jaw dropping as my tongue curled against the roof of my mouth.

      “Your mouth is opened, pet. Would you like me to fill it for you?”

      “Yes, Lord Hades,” I panted. If there was one thing he was bound to learn about me, it was my vehement oral fixation. The need to have my lips and tongue wrapped around damn near anything while pleasure filled me was inescapable. If I didn’t suck a cock during sex, I considered it a failed experience.

      I couldn’t hear Hades’ steps across the room from the blood rushing through my ears. But his brief absence gave me a moment to try and collect myself. Keyword being try, because he wasn’t gone long.

      The scent of musk was deeper when he rejoined me, tinged with fire, and absolutely heady. A silicone tip traced my lips just as another slap rang out in the quiet room.

      “Four.” With my mouth opened, he used the opportunity to shove the toy between my lips.

      My tongue rolled around the tip of the phallic shaped toy, incredibly detailed with the bumps and ridges of thick veins down the shaft. I mapped out every inch Hades fed me with my eager tongue, my lips tight around the shaft to feel every bit of it.

      I was so focused on my new toy that I barely registered the sharp sting against my backside. Hades removed the dildo to allow me to fulfill his earlier instructions.

      “Five.” My mouth eagerly sought out my plastic treasure as I felt it loom in front of me. Hades acquiesced with a small chuckle, placing the head on the edge of my bottom lip. As my tongue reached out to swirl around the tip, he struck again. “Six.”

      He placed the full mushroomed head into my mouth as he struck yet again.

      “Seven,” I mumbled around the toy, my tongue enjoying itself far too much to care if he understood me or not.

      This continued for the next two strikes. He continued to switch sides, delivering an even amount of strikes to each cheek as I moaned out the count around the dildo. When the last strike came up, he pulled the toy from my mouth and slapped down right over the vibrator. My orgasm took off like a rocket. My ass pushed back into the crop as I cried out, “Ten.” My entire body shook as wave after wave of unadulterated pleasure washed through me, my clit tingling with purpose as my pussy clenched and pulsed.

      My cry transformed into a continuous moan as Hades dragged the crop through my wet folds, completely soaking the leather in my release. As he rubbed the crop over my clit, my breathing staggered. Harsh pants left me with each exhale as he continued to rub me into submission, working me up to a second orgasm that I knew would be just as powerful.

      As the crop moved faster, my hips surged to move with it. It took everything in me to stay on my knees instead of face planting into the sheets like my high-strung body wanted me to, but I hadn’t been released, and I wouldn’t let our first session end in disobedience. My cries became hoarse, just high-pitched squeaks by the time Hades decided to put an end to his blesses torture.

      His hand moved under me to pinch my nipple as he flicked his wrist that held the crop. With the sharp slap that hit my clit, I came with a silent cry. My eyes screwed tight beneath the blindfold, muscles tight and trembling as an all-encompassing darkness took over my vision. I think I might have passed out for a moment or two.

      When I came to, I had to blink rapidly, trying to adjust to the new light. My blindfold was off, so were my restraints. I was laid on my back as Hades wiped my center with a warm washcloth. My smile felt lazy and drugged, endorphins rushed through my body to keep me on a permanent high.

      Hades returned my lazy smile as he finished cleaning me up. When he was done, he threw the cloth off to the side and slowly crawled up my body, his naked skin heating mine despite the chill in the room. As he reached my lips, he claimed them in a slow, possessive kiss, marking me as his as our hearts synced to the same beat.

      I groaned as he pulled away, wanting to chase him but recognizing the serious look in his ice blue eyes. They dashed back and forth as if cataloging each of my features as I watched him patiently. Seemingly coming to a decision, his eyes met mine.

      “You are mine,” he rumbled out slowly. “You need to make a choice.”

      “What are my options?” I asked on a hoarse whisper.

      “Stay here with me...forever. Rule by my side. Come into your full potential. Or when your mother comes to collect you in one week’s time, return with her, and never step foot in the Underworld again.”

      My eyes widened as my heart gave a painful thump. “If I went with my mother...I wouldn’t be able to return?”

      “No.”

      “Why?”

      His chest moved over mine as he took a deep breath. “If you were to return, there’d be a war among the gods, because I would not allow you to leave me again.” Fire flared in his gaze as he answered, and I felt my heart clenched at the thought of never seeing him again.

      “I’ll stay,” I whispered. A large smile broke across my face at the shock in his eyes. “You’ve ruined me, Hades. For all others. My heart and soul belongs to you.”

      As soon as the words left my mouth, Hades surged into me as he took my mouth once again. My eyes shuttered close as I wrapped my arms around his broad shoulders, drawing him into me as he stroked me lazily, inside and out. Our lovemaking was unhurried and absolutely perfect. We stayed wrapped in each other for hours, or maybe just minutes. When we came together, we released into each other with a soft sigh. Hades owned me, mind, body, and soul.
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      On the day my mother came to collect me, Hades and I were in the throne room tending to the denizens of the city. He was absolutely serious that night when he told me he wanted me to rule by his side. I even heard whispers of marriage from the staff when they thought I wasn’t paying attention. Hades never mentioned it, but when we returned from his playroom that night, I found all my things from the first-floor bedroom sitting in his closet instead. Neither of us have slept alone since that night.

      Hades was on his throne, as usual, in his demonic form, with me spread sideways across his lap. He said it was to show a united front, but I’m pretty sure it was to keep the raging hard-on tucked out of site. We were listening to a woman weep about how she ended up in Hell when there was a commotion at the doors.

      My mother and her retinue of guards marched in, each with a look of pure aggravation on their faces. As if they couldn’t believe they had to step foot in the castle of the depraved and sinful. Hades was lazily petting my hair as they stopped at the foot of the dais.

      “Persephone,” my mother shrieked. “What in all the realms do you think you’re doing?”

      “I’m relaxing in the arms of my lover, Mother,” I quipped. “Does it bother you?”

      “Yes,” she all but growled.

      “Hmm, well, the door is back the way you came. I wish I could say it’s been nice to see you, but frankly, I’d be lying.”

      Mother gasped. “Persephone! What has come over you? You do not speak to your mother that way.”

      What had come over me indeed.

      Before Hades entered my life, I never would’ve dreamed that I could actually speak to my mother in such a way. Dream about doing it, absolutely. Multiple times, several times a day if you want to get technical. But to actually do it? I wouldn’t have dared.

      But I knew the truth now. All of my life, I allowed my mother to have complete control over everything I did, knowing the consequences would be dire for me if I didn’t. But Hades had freed me. He knew exactly who I was and loved every dirty, twisted facet of me. My mother couldn’t hurt me anymore. I wouldn’t allow her to.

      “You have no power here, Mother,” I responded, laying my head against Hades’ chest. “Leave while you still have your dignity intact. I won’t be coming with you.”

      “You arrogant brat,” she screeched, scaring some of the souls who waited in line and aggravating others. “You are my child and you will obey me!”

      “No,” I said simply.

      With her teeth grinding hard, she turned her hate-filled eyes on my lover.

      “Hades,” she ground out. “What have you done?”

      “I’ve given her a choice, Demeter,” he responded lazily, still stroking my hair. “Which is more than what you’ve ever done for her.”

      “I gave her life!”

      “One hundred and seventy-eight years ago!” My calm demeanor broke, causing me to nearly scream the words towards the end. “And while I’ll forever love you for that, I think it’s time for you to go.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “More than I’ve ever been in my entire life.”

      “You heard her,” Hades spoke up. “Remove yourselves or my guards will do it for you.”

      A blank expression came over my mother’s face seconds before fury raged in her bottle green eyes.

      “Guards,” I intoned, not giving her a moment to act on what went through her mind.

      The guards in the throne room circled around my mother and her entourage, forcing them back towards the doors while my mother hurled obscenities behind her. Each evil word she threw at us as she was forcibly removed from the castle was counted by whispered words of love and devotion by Hades. He was proud of me for standing up to my mother, said I was just the queen his kingdom needed and he was grateful to finally have me by his side. He told me we’d do great things together for the denizens of the Underworld, and I believed him. Because he was right. I was finally my own woman, but I had a strong man at my side who would help me achieve anything. And this was only the beginning.
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      If you enjoyed this short, be on the lookout for the full length standalone in 2020. In the meantime, to check out my other works, and get info on upcoming releases, head to the following links.

      
        
        Stalker Links:

        Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/groups/RaetinasWorld/

        Website: www.raetinasworld.com

        Bookbub: https://bookbub.com/profile/rae-tina
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