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Chapter 1: Found

⚜

The August sun had burned the moisture from the land, leaving the asphalt soft under my boots and the air thick enough to taste. I walked the empty road with my compound bow across my shoulder, pack riding low on my back, eyes scanning the brush on either side. Three months alone had made the scanning automatic. The silence made it feel pointless.

Eighteen months since the world ended. Three months since I'd had anyone to talk to.

I used to count the days. Stopped when I lost the notebook in a river crossing. Now the math was simpler: water found, food eaten, miles walked. Another day not dead.

The road stretched west toward nothing in particular. I'd been heading away from the cities, away from the populated corridors where raiders liked to hunt. West Texas had emptier roads and fewer people. Fewer problems. Also fewer reasons to keep going, but I'd stopped thinking about that too hard.

My mother died in the second week. My sister Carrie a few days later. The pandemic didn't give warning shots. One day they were fine, and then they had the cough, and then they were gone. I buried them in the backyard of the house I grew up in, wrapped in bedsheets, because the funeral homes had stopped answering their phones.

I used to be an engineer. I fixed problems. Now I just tried to keep breathing.

My mind drifted. Dangerous. I heard Carrie's laugh, bright and sudden, the way she'd throw her head back when something really got her. Saw Mom's hands on my shoulders, steering me toward the dinner table. Simple things. Everyday things. The kind you don't know to treasure until they're gone.

I pushed the memories down and kept walking.

After Carrie and Mom, I found a group. Eight of us, traveling together, watching each other's backs. For fourteen months we made it work. Got smart. Got careful. Found places to hole up, learned which roads were safe, built something that almost felt like a life.

Then the raiders found us.

Engines in the darkness. Muzzle flashes. Sarah screaming. Tom going down with half his face gone. Running through the trees while bullets chased me, certain every second would be my last.

I was the only one who made it out.

I stopped walking. Just stopped, there in the middle of the road, staring at the horizon where the sun was starting its descent toward the hills. The pack felt heavier than it should have. The bow felt pointless. The road felt endless.

What was I even doing anymore?

The thought had been circling for weeks, getting closer each day. I could set up camp somewhere. Find a quiet spot in the trees. Close my eyes and just... let go. Stop fighting a fight that had no winning. Join my family, my friends, everyone I'd ever cared about.

The gun on my hip suddenly felt very heavy.

I was still standing there when I heard the engines.

Two of them, coming from behind me, moving fast. The sound snapped me back into survival mode. I was off the road and into the brush before I consciously decided to move, crouching behind a scraggly oak with an arrow already nocked.

The trucks came around the bend and stopped when they saw my footprints in the dirt on the road. Knew I'd been there. Knew I couldn't have gotten far.

"Come on out," someone called. "We just want to talk."

No one just wanted to talk anymore.

They fanned out fast, five of them, weapons raised, spacing even. These weren't amateurs. They were hunters, and I was the deer.

Five against one. Bad numbers. I didn't plan on dying on my knees, though.

The first one pushed through a clump of mesquite and stumbled right into my line of fire. The arrow took him through the throat before he could shout a warning. He went down gurgling, blood spraying the dry dirt. The others didn't hesitate.

I was already moving, low and fast through the brush, nocking another arrow as I ran. Shouts behind me. Bullets snapping through the leaves. I pivoted around a thick cedar, drew, and released. Another one dropped, clutching his chest.

Two down. Three to go.

They'd seen where I was now. They converged on my position, and I had to run. Not fast enough. A bullet grazed my thigh, throwing off my stride. I stumbled, recovered, kept moving.

Then the big one hit me from the side.

He came out of nowhere, two hundred pounds of fury that drove me into the dirt. My bow went flying. His knife came down. I caught his wrist with both hands, straining to keep the blade from my throat. Stronger than me. He knew it. His face twisted into a grin as he pressed down.

Pain exploded across my side. Another one of them, slashing with his own blade as he arrived. Hot wetness of blood. The sick knowledge that the cut was deep. My grip on the big one's wrist weakened. The knife inched closer to my throat.

I was going to die here.

If I was going down, I was taking them with me.

I shifted my hips, throwing the big one off balance just enough to twist under him. My hand found the knife at my belt. I drove it up into his armpit, felt it sink deep, saw his eyes go wide. He collapsed on top of me, deadweight pinning me to the ground.

But the other two were still there. I could hear them approaching, could see their boots through the brush as they circled toward me. No strength left to fight. No arrows. No way out.

The gunshots came from the treeline.

Two sharp cracks, precise and controlled, and one pair of boots stopped moving. The raider crumpled into view, hole punched clean through his skull. The last one cursed, turned, and ran crashing back through the brush toward the trucks. An engine roared to life and tires screamed on asphalt as he fled.

Then more boots, coming from a different direction.

"He's here," a woman's voice called. "Shit, he's bleeding bad. Mira, we need to move."

"Could be a trap." Another woman, this one colder. Harder. "Could be with them."

"Look at him." The first voice again. "He just fought five guys alone. He's not with them."

I tried to push the dead weight off me. Tried to speak. But the world was getting dark around the edges, and my body had stopped listening to what I wanted it to do.

"Hey, stay with us." A face appeared above me. Tan skin, auburn hair in a practical braid, sharp green eyes assessing my wounds. "You're going to be fine. We've got you."

I wanted to thank her. Wanted to say something. But the darkness swallowed me whole.

Consciousness came back in fragments.

Voices first. Talking above me, around me, about me. Women's voices, though I couldn't make out the words. Then movement. Being carried, jostled, the fire in my side flaring with each step.

A gate creaking open. More voices, higher pitched, alarmed. Hands lifting me onto something hard and flat. The smell of antiseptic, sharp and familiar.

Then a face. Warm brown skin, dark eyes full of concern, long black hair falling around her shoulders as she leaned over me. She was saying something, but I couldn't hear the words. Just watched her lips move, watched her hands cut away my ruined shirt, watched her expression shift from alarm to focus.

"Deep but clean," she said, and suddenly I could hear again. "Missed anything vital. He's lucky."

I tried to speak. Managed a croak that might have been words.

"Shh." Her hand found my forehead, cool and gentle. "Rest. You're safe now."

Safe.

The word seemed foreign. Impossible. But her voice was so calm, so certain, that I believed her. I let my eyes close, let the darkness take me again, and didn't fight it.

I woke to afternoon light filtering through a window.

For a long moment I just lay there, trying to remember where I was. Clean sheets beneath me. A real mattress. Wooden walls, whitewashed and weathered. The smell of something herbal, medicinal. And the soft sound of someone humming nearby.

"You're awake."

I turned my head and found her sitting in a chair by the window, book in her lap, watching me with warm brown eyes. The woman from before, the one who'd treated my wound. In the daylight, she looked like a hallucination. Soft skin, generous curves filling out a clean sundress. After months of dirt and jagged edges, looking at her made my chest ache. My body woke up before my brain did. When she smiled, dimples appeared.

"Where..." My voice came out as a rasp. I tried again. "Where am I?"

"Haven," she said. "That's what we call it. Used to be a summer camp, back when there were summers to camp in." She set her book aside and stood, moving with the comfortable grace of someone used to caring for others. "I'm Elena. I've been watching over you."

She poured water from a pitcher and brought it to me, helping me sit up enough to drink. The movement sent fire through my side, but I gritted my teeth and bore it. The water was cool and clear and tasted like life itself.

"How long?" I managed.

"Two days. You lost a lot of blood." She set the glass aside and pulled the sheet back enough to check my bandage. Her fingers were warm against my skin, tracing near the stitches. She leaned close, close enough that I caught the scent of something floral, something real. My body noticed before my brain caught up. "The gash is closing nicely. No infection. You're healing well."

I looked down at the thick bandage wrapped around my midsection. Beneath it, I could feel the tight pull of stitches. "You did this?"

"I used to be an ER nurse. Before." She said the word the way everyone said it now, a dividing line between the world that was and the world that remained. "We don't have much in the way of supplies, but I make do."

"Thank you."

She smiled, those dimples appearing again. "Thank Dani and Mira. They're the ones who found you. I just put you back together."

I tried to remember the rescue. Two women with rifles. The one with auburn hair and green eyes. The other one... colder. Harder.

"They saved my life," I said.

"They did." Elena's expression shifted slightly, something complicated passing through her eyes. "Mira will want to talk to you when you're stronger. She leads here."

"How many of you are there?"

"Just the four of us now." She said it simply, but I could hear the weight beneath the words. "Mira, Dani, Sage, and me. We had more, before."

"Fair warning," Elena continued. "Mira won't trust you easily. She's got good reasons for that."

"Smart." I met her eyes. "She shouldn't trust me. I'm just a stranger who showed up bleeding on your doorstep."

Something shifted in Elena's expression. Approval, maybe. Or something deeper. "Get some rest. I'll bring you soup when you're ready for it."

She left, and I lay there staring at the wooden ceiling, listening to the sounds of a place that wasn't empty. Footsteps outside. Distant voices. The creak of a gate.

Through the window, I could see a slice of the compound. Wooden fences, topped with wire. A building that might have been a mess hall. Green things growing in neat rows.

Organized. Functional. More together than anywhere I'd seen in months.

Something stirred in my chest that might have been hope. I pushed it down immediately. Optimism was a liability in this world. Got you killed.

But it stirred anyway.

On the third day, I was strong enough to walk.

Elena helped me, one arm around my waist, steadying me as I took my first shaky steps around the compound. The August heat hit me like a wall when we stepped outside, but I welcomed it. Sunlight on my skin. Fresh air in my lungs. Signs of life all around me.

Haven had been a summer camp called Camp Clearwater, Elena explained as we walked. Located in the Texas hill country, about sixty miles west of Austin. When the collapse happened, a group of survivors had found it and fortified it. Built the fences. Set up defenses. Made it livable.

"The lodge is the main building," she said, pointing to a large wooden structure with a wide porch. "Kitchen, dining area, common space. We take most of our meals there."

I couldn't help scanning the perimeter. The fences were solid but needed reinforcement in a few spots, especially the northeast corner where the posts were starting to lean. The pump house made a grinding noise that suggested a failing bearing. The solar panels on the lodge roof were facing the wrong way, angled east when they should have been tilted south to catch the Texas sun.

Problems. But fixable ones.

"You're analyzing everything," Elena observed. "I can see it in your face."

"Old habit. Mechanical engineer."

"What kind of work?"

"Manufacturing plant in Austin." I watched a woman crossing between buildings, someone I hadn't seen before. Young, strawberry blonde hair in a messy bun, glasses catching the light. "That's Sage. She's been dying to meet you."

As if hearing her name, the woman looked up and spotted us. Her face lit up, and she changed course to intercept, practically bouncing with energy. As she got closer, my brain struggled to keep up. Wide hips, full chest straining against a thin tank top, freckles scattered across her cheeks and shoulders. She was bright, loud, and alive. After months of silence, she was a shock to the system.

"You're awake! You're walking! Elena, you didn't tell me he was walking." She stopped in front of me, barely containing her enthusiasm. "I'm Sage. I've been so curious about you. Dani said you took out like three of them with a bow? That's incredible. I didn't know anyone could do that."

"It was two," I said. "And I got lucky."

"Still. A bow!" She adjusted her glasses, studying me with undisguised interest. But it was her eyes that caught me, bright and eager behind those guarded lenses. "Elena said you were an engineer? Like, you can fix things? We have so many things that need fixing. The pump is making this terrible noise, and the solar panels keep cutting out, and there's this weird rattle in the generator that Mira is worried about..."

"Sage," Elena said gently. "He just started walking. Maybe give him a day before you put him to work."

"Right. Right. Sorry." Sage didn't look sorry. She was practically vibrating, like she was physically holding back a dozen more questions. "But when you're ready? We really could use the help."

"I'll see what I can do."

That seemed to satisfy her. She beamed at me, gave Elena a meaningful look I couldn't interpret, and bounced off toward the gardens, already muttering something about irrigation.

"She's like that with everyone," Elena said. "Curious about everything. Talks a mile a minute. But she's smart. Really smart. Her garden is the only reason we have fresh vegetables."

We continued our slow circuit of the compound. I met Dani near the armory, the auburn-haired woman who'd been there when I was rescued. She was cleaning a rifle when we approached, and she looked up with sharp green eyes that assessed me from boots to bandage. Lean and wiry, compact muscles visible in her tanned arms, she moved like a predator even when sitting still.

"You're up," she said. Not a question. Her voice was low, direct, no wasted words. "You fight good for someone half-dead."

"I got lucky."

"Luck's useful." She went back to her rifle, but I felt her watching as we walked away. Sizing me up. Deciding if I was worth trusting.

"Dani doesn't say much," Elena said. "But she sees everything. Best tracker and shooter we have."

"She's the one who found me first?"

"Her and Mira. They were on patrol when they heard the shots."

I thought about that. Two women, out on patrol, risking their lives to save a stranger. In the world as it was now, that wasn't common. That wasn't even smart. But they'd done it anyway.

"Why?" I asked. "Why did they save me?"

Elena was quiet for a moment. "Because we're not like them," she said finally. "The raiders. The ones who take and hurt and don't care. We're trying to be something better."

I thought about that as we walked back to the infirmary.

That evening, Mira came to see me.

I was sitting up in my cot, feeling better but still weak, when the door opened and she walked in. Dark skin, short black hair, military bearing that showed in every line of her body. She moved like someone who'd seen combat and come out the other side. Scars on her arms, another across her collarbone, sharp dark eyes that missed nothing.

She pulled a chair across from me and sat, studying me for a long moment before speaking.

"Elena says you're healing well."

"She's good at what she does."

"She is." Mira's voice was controlled, measured, giving nothing away. "Tell me about yourself. Who you are. Where you came from. What happened to the people you were with."

I gave her the short version. The plant in Austin. Bow hunting on weekends, a hobby that became essential for survival. Losing my mother and sister in the first weeks, burying them myself because there was no one left to help.

"After that, I found a group. Eight of us, traveling together. Fourteen months of watching each other's backs." I paused, the memory still raw. "They hit us at dawn. Guns blazing, no warning. I'm the only one left."

"And then?"

"Three months alone. Walking west. Scavenging. Surviving, but barely."

Mira was quiet for a moment. "Everyone has a story. Not everyone tells the truth."

"Then don't trust me." I met her eyes, held her gaze. "But I'm not a threat to you."

"Why should I believe that?"

"Because if I wanted to hurt people, I would have joined the raiders. It's an easier life. They take what they want. They don't have to worry about conscience or consequence. I could have done that."

"Why didn't you?"

"Because I'd rather die than become them."

The words came out harder than I intended. But they were true. That was the line I'd drawn for myself, somewhere in the long dark months of wandering. There were things I wouldn't do, no matter how much easier they would make survival. Some part of me needed to believe I was still human.

Mira studied me for a long moment. I couldn't read her expression.

"You can stay until you heal," she said finally. "Then we'll see."

She stood and moved toward the door. At the threshold, she paused and looked back.

"Elena thinks you're a good man. She's usually right about people." A pause. "I hope she's right about you."

Then she was gone, and I was alone in the fading light of day.

In the corner of the room, I noticed Elena standing in the shadow of a supply shelf. She'd been there the whole time, listening. Our eyes met, and she gave me a small smile that seemed to carry a world of meaning.

She didn't say anything. Just nodded once, then slipped out after Mira.

That night, I lay awake for a long time.

The cot was more comfortable than anything I'd slept on in months. The blanket was clean, the pillow soft, the room quiet and safe. All the things I'd forgotten could exist.

But I couldn't sleep.

Outside, I could hear the sounds of Haven settling in for the night. Footsteps on the gravel paths. Distant conversation, too far away to make out the words. Someone playing guitar badly, stumbling through chords they didn't quite know. And laughter. Actual laughter, the kind that came from people who felt safe enough to let their guard down.

I'd forgotten what laughter sounded like.

Three months of silence. No one to talk to. No one to share a fire with. Just me and the road and the endless question of why I was still bothering to breathe.

I'd been ready to give up. That afternoon on the road, when the raiders found me, I'd been contemplating the end. The gun heavy on my hip. The road long and pointless. A few more minutes and I might have made a different choice.

But then the raiders came. And I fought. And when I was sure I was going to die, two women I'd never met stepped out of the trees and saved my life.

Why?

I didn't have an answer. But lying there in the dark, listening to the sounds of this strange place, I found myself wondering if maybe I didn't need one. Maybe sometimes things happened for no reason at all. Maybe sometimes you got lucky.

Or maybe there was still something in this world worth finding.

The thought scared me. Every time I'd let myself believe things could get better, the world found a way to tear it away.

But the guitar was still playing outside. Off-key and uncertain, but persistent. And the laughter hadn't stopped.

Something cracked open in my chest. Just a little. Just enough to let a sliver of light in.

I closed my eyes. For the first time in three months, I fell asleep thinking about tomorrow.
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Chapter 2: Proving useful

⚜

Elena came to change my bandages each morning.

By day four, I'd started looking forward to it. She'd knock softly on the door of the infirmary cabin, slip inside with fresh gauze and that soft smile, and I'd sit on the edge of my cot while she worked. Her touch was gentle, practiced, the touch of someone who'd spent years tending to the wounded. But there was something more in it too. A heat that spread through my skin wherever her fingers brushed.

"It's healing well," she said that morning, peeling back the old dressing. "Another week and you won't even need bandages anymore."

I watched her work. The morning light caught the curve of her cheek, the fullness of her lips as she concentrated. Her sundress hung loose around her shoulders, and when she leaned close to examine the stitches, I got an eyeful. Deep cleavage, soft skin, the heavy swell of her breasts straining against thin cotton.

I gritted my teeth and looked away. Hard to focus on medical care when she was practically spilling out of her dress.

"You slept better last night," she observed. "I can tell. The tension in your shoulders is less."

"How can you tell?"

"I've been watching you." She said it simply, without embarrassment. "It's my job to notice these things."

She wrapped fresh gauze around my midsection, her fingers trailing across my bare skin. Close enough that I could smell the herbal soap she used, something clean and floral that cut through the ever-present dust of the Texas hills.

"Tell me about your sister," she said.

The question caught me off guard. I'd mentioned Carrie in passing, during one of Elena's gentle interrogations over soup and water. But I hadn't talked about her. Not really.

"She was six years younger than me," I heard myself say. "Just twenty-three when she died. Getting her master's in education when everything happened. Wanted to teach high school history."

Elena's hands paused in their work. She didn't push, just waited.

"She had this laugh." My voice cracked slightly, surprising me. "When something really got her, she'd throw her head back and just... let go. You could hear it across the house. Used to drive our mom crazy during quiet dinners."

"She sounds wonderful."

"She was." I stared at the wall, seeing Carrie's face instead of whitewashed wood. "She died in the second week. The cough came on fast. By the time we realized how bad it was..."

I couldn't finish. Elena's hand found my arm, a simple touch that said more than words could.

"My parents were in Houston," she said quietly. "I was working a double when the hospitals started overflowing. By the time I could get home, the roads were blocked. I never found out what happened to them."

"I'm sorry."

"Me too." She finished the bandage, but didn't move away. "For both of us. For everyone who lost people."

We sat in silence for a moment. It wasn't awkward. Just quiet. The kind of quiet you only get with someone who's walked through the same kind of hell.

"Your mother," Elena said finally. "Tell me about her."

So I did. I told her about Sunday dinners and the way Mom always burned the garlic bread because she got distracted talking. About her garden, the one I'd buried her next to, because she'd have wanted to be near her tomatoes. About the way she'd cup my face when I was upset, even when I was a grown man, and tell me everything would work out.

Elena listened to all of it. And when I was done, she told me about her father's bad jokes, her mother's obsession with telenovelas, the little brother who'd followed her everywhere as a kid.

By the time she left to prepare for the morning meeting, something between us had changed. I didn't have a name for it yet. But I felt like a person again, not just a body going through the motions.

The morning meeting happened in the lodge.

I'd been allowed to attend, though Mira watched me with suspicion as I took a seat at the long wooden table. All four women were there: Mira at the head, military straight in a tank top that showed the defined muscles of her arms; Dani leaning against the wall with her rifle, watchful; Sage with a notebook and pen, practically vibrating with nervous energy; and Elena beside me, close enough that our shoulders almost touched.

"Water situation," Mira said without preamble. "Sage, what's the status?"

Sage flipped open her notebook. "We've been rationing for three weeks now. The pump's getting worse. It takes twice as long to fill the tanks as it used to, and the flow is getting weaker. If we don't fix it soon, we'll have to start making runs to the river, and that's dangerous territory."

"Can we fix it?" Mira asked the table.

Silence. Elena shook her head slightly. Dani shrugged.

I hesitated for a moment, then spoke up. "I can take a look."

Every head turned toward me. Mira's eyes narrowed.

"I'm a mechanical engineer," I continued. "Pumps, motors, hydraulic systems. That's what I did, before. I can at least diagnose the problem."

More silence. I could feel Mira weighing the offer, calculating risks. An outsider, touching their critical infrastructure. An unknown quantity, given access to something they needed to survive.

"Show us what you can do," she said finally. Not permission, exactly. More like a test.

I nodded. "I'll need tools. Whatever you have."

Sage practically leaped from her chair. "I'll get them. We have a whole workshop. Come on, I'll show you."

The pump house was a small wooden structure near the back of the compound, housing the mechanism that drew water from the underground spring. I could hear the problem before I opened the door: a grinding, stuttering noise that spoke of mechanical distress.

Inside, the pump was an old hand-crank model that someone had retrofitted with an electric motor. Clever work, but hasty. The kind of modification you made when you didn't have time to do it right.

Sage hovered at my shoulder, notebook in hand. "What do you see?"

"Give me a minute."

I knelt beside the pump, running my hands over the housing. The motor was still running, barely, drawing power from the solar panels on the lodge roof. But the shaft was wobbling in a way it shouldn't, and the sound...

"Worn gasket," I said, tracing the connection between motor and pump. "See this gap? Water's been seeping through, corroding the bearings. And the shaft is misaligned. Probably happened when someone tried to fix it before without the right tools."

"Can you fix it?"

"Maybe." I pulled the housing open, revealing the interior mechanism. Mineral buildup crusted the impeller blades, calcified deposits from years of hard water. "This is the real problem. Buildup throws the balance off. Makes the shaft wobble, wears the gasket, lets water in to rot the bearings. One thing breaks, the rest follows."

Sage was scribbling furiously. "How do you know all this?"

"Engineering." I started scraping the mineral deposits, working carefully. "Just logic. Everything connects. Find the root cause, fix the whole system."

"You make that look easy," she said, chewing her lip. "I usually just hit things with a wrench until they work."

I glanced up at her. She was close, her arm almost brushing mine. Bright hazel eyes behind those guarded glasses, freckles scattered across her cheeks and down to where her tank top dipped into a V. She wasn't looking at the pump anymore. She was looking at my hands.

"Hand me that wrench," I said, pointing. "The big one."

She handed it over, and I got to work.

I worked through the morning and into the afternoon.

The gasket was a loss, too far gone to salvage. But I found a piece of rubber sheeting in the workshop that could be cut to size. Not as good as a proper replacement, but it would hold. The shaft alignment took longer, requiring careful adjustment and constant testing until the wobble disappeared.

Sage stayed with me the whole time, asking questions, taking notes. Why this tool instead of that one. How I knew when something was tight enough. What the different sounds meant.

I found myself teaching without really meaning to. Explaining the logic behind each step, the way my professors had once explained things to me. It had been so long since I'd used these skills for anything but survival. Turning them toward something constructive felt strange. Good strange.

Around noon, Elena appeared with sandwiches and water. She watched me work for a few minutes, that knowing smile playing at her lips.

"Making progress?"

"Getting there."

She stayed long enough to eat with us, sitting on an overturned bucket with her knees drawn up. Her dress rode up slightly, showing the soft skin of her thighs. I noticed. Forced myself to focus on the sandwich. Sage chattered about everything she was learning, and Elena listened with patient amusement. When she left, her hand brushed my shoulder in passing. A small touch. But I felt it long after she was gone.

Dani came by in the afternoon to check on our progress. She didn't say much, just leaned in the doorway and watched me work with those sharp green eyes. After a while, she nodded once and left.

By evening, the pump was running.

Not just running. Humming smoothly without that terrible grinding noise. The flow was strong and steady, water gushing into the collection tanks with real pressure behind it.

Sage whooped and threw her arms around me. The sudden press of her body against mine, soft curves and bare skin, sent a jolt through me that I quickly suppressed. "You did it! You actually did it!"

The celebration brought the others running. Elena arrived first, followed by Dani. Even Mira emerged from the lodge, crossing the compound with quick strides.

They gathered around the pump, watching the water flow. Fresh, clean, abundant water. The difference between comfort and crisis.

"Not bad for a city engineer," Dani said, her lips curving into a half-smile.

Elena caught my gaze, and the approval in her eyes made my chest tighten. "You saved us about two weeks of river runs. That's two weeks of not getting shot at."

I shrugged, uncomfortable with the attention. "It was just maintenance. Anyone could have done it with the right knowledge."

"But we didn't have that knowledge." Mira's voice cut through. She was studying me with that same calculating expression, but something in it had thawed. "You did."

For a moment, I thought she might actually thank me. Instead, she nodded once and turned to the others.

"Dinner in an hour. We're eating well tonight."

It wasn't much. But from Mira, it felt like a commendation.

Dinner that evening was different.

The tension around my presence started to ease. I sat with Elena and Sage at one of the long tables in the lodge, and the conversation flowed more naturally than before. Dani sat across from us, and while she didn't talk much, she wasn't glaring either.

"So you can fight and fix things," she said at one point, gesturing with a fork. "Useful combination."

"I do what I can."

"Mira's been worried about the northeast fence." This from Elena, her leg brushing mine under the table. The contact sent heat up my thigh. Her dark eyes found mine, lingering. "The posts are starting to lean. Someone needs to reinforce them."

I'd noticed that section on my tour of the compound. The soil was softer there, probably closer to the water table. The posts were sinking unevenly, putting stress on the whole structure.

"I can take a look once I'm healed enough for the heavy work," I offered. "Another day or two."

From the head of the table, Mira watched our exchange. I held her gaze, and for just a moment, I saw grudging approval instead of suspicion.

After dinner, she approached me directly.

"Good work on the pump."

"Thank you."

She hesitated, then continued. "That fence does need work. The whole northeast section is vulnerable. Once you're ready for it..."

"I can do more than that." The words came out before I could stop them. "Your generator setup is inefficient. You're losing power in the conversion. And the solar panels could be repositioned for better output. If you want, I could--"

She held up a hand, cutting me off. "One thing at a time. We'll talk tomorrow."

Then she walked away, leaving me with the strange sensation of having passed some kind of test.

Elena found my hand under the table and squeezed it briefly. Her touch lingered, full of promise.

Days six and seven, I tackled the fence.

By then, Elena had cleared me for physical labor, and I threw myself into the work. Digging out the sinking posts, resetting them in concrete mixed from salvaged materials. Hard labor, made harder by the August heat, but it felt good to be useful. To have a purpose beyond just surviving.

Dani was assigned to supervise me. Or watch me. The distinction wasn't clear, and she didn't bother explaining. She just appeared each morning with her rifle slung over her shoulder, found a spot with good sightlines, and observed while I worked.

At first, she didn't say much. Just watched from her perch, occasionally making notes in a small pad she carried. But as the hours passed, the silence started to break.

"Post needs to be deeper," she said on the first morning, pointing.

I looked at my work, then at the ground. She was right. The soil was softer than I'd thought. Another few inches would make the difference between a fence that held and one that failed.

"Good eye."

She shrugged. "I notice things."

After that, she started talking more. Short sentences, clipped observations, but real conversation. Where had I learned to work with my hands? Had I ever been in a real fight before the raiders on the road?

In return, she showed me the weak points in Haven's defenses. The gaps in the patrol routes. The spots where raiders had been spotted, circling closer week by week.

"They're getting bolder," she said on the second day, her voice grim. "More of them every time we spot them. Something's building out there."

I'd seen the signs too. The scouts moving in daylight now, instead of just at dusk. The tire tracks on the perimeter roads, closer than they should be.

"You need better early warning," I said, setting another post. "Tripwires, maybe. Noise traps. Something to tell you when they're coming before they're at the gate."

Dani hopped down from her perch, moving closer with a predator's grace. "What kind of traps?"

I explained what I was thinking. Simple mechanisms, mostly. Tripwires connected to bells or cans filled with pebbles. Pressure plates that would snap branches. Nothing fancy, but effective.

"We could set them along the approach roads," I continued. "Give you a few minutes warning. Enough to get into position."

"I like it." She was grinning now, a fierce, sharp expression that transformed her features. "You think like a hunter."

"I was one. Before." I gestured toward my compound bow, leaning against the fence. "Recreational, mostly. Weekend trips with friends. Didn't know it would end up being useful for survival."

Dani's gaze followed mine to the bow. Interest sparked in her eyes, something predatory and focused.

"You hunt with that?"

"When I can. Arrows are quiet, and you can make more. Ammo runs out eventually."

She studied the bow for a long moment, then looked back at me. "We should go out together. Soon. See if you're actually useful in the field."

It was a test. An offer wrapped in a challenge. I recognized it for what it was.

"Name the day."

"I will." She grinned, that fierce hunter's smile. "Be ready when I do."

That night, I couldn't sleep.

I lay in my cot, staring at the wooden ceiling, listening to the sounds of Haven settling into darkness. My body was tired from days of hard work, my muscles aching in ways that felt good, productive. But my mind wouldn't quiet.

I kept thinking about the raider threat. About Dani's warnings, the scouts circling closer. About what would happen if they decided to attack in force. Five people against an army. Not good odds.

But I also thought about the pump, running smoothly now. The fence, stronger than before. The traps I would build, the defenses I could shore up. Maybe it wasn't hopeless. Maybe with enough preparation...

I gave up on sleep and slipped out of my cabin.

The compound was quiet. Without city lights, the Texas sky was crowded with stars. It was beautiful, but I wasn't out here for the view.

I wasn't the only one awake.

Elena sat on the lodge porch, wrapped in a thin blanket, her face tilted up toward the sky. She looked peaceful in the starlight, the tension she carried during the day softened by the darkness.

"Couldn't sleep either?" she asked as I approached.

"Too much on my mind."

She made room on the step beside her. I sat, close enough that our shoulders touched through the thin blanket.

For a while, we just looked at the stars together. The silence wasn't uncomfortable. It felt natural, like we'd been doing this for years instead of days.

"Tell me about your group," she said finally. "The ones you traveled with. What were they like?"

I hadn't talked about them. Not really. Mira had asked for facts, and I'd given them. But this was different. Elena wasn't asking for information. She was asking to know me.

"There were eight of us," I started slowly. "Tom was the oldest, ex-military, taught us how to move and fight. Sarah was our medic, like you. She would have loved this place."

The names came easier than I expected. Marie, who could find food anywhere. David, who told terrible jokes that somehow got funnier over time. The Jenkins brothers, who never stopped arguing but would die for each other. Lisa, who was afraid of everything but never stopped pushing forward.

"We weren't friends before," I said. "Just strangers who found each other in the chaos. But we became family. The kind of family you choose."

Elena's hand found mine in the darkness. Simple comfort. She didn't say anything, just let me talk.

"We had this camp, in the hill country. Not unlike this place, actually. Defensible, with good water and hunting nearby. We thought we could make it work. Build something permanent."

My voice cracked slightly. "The raiders hit us at dawn. No warning. Tom went down in the first volley. I was on watch, saw them coming, started shouting. But it was too late."

I could still hear the gunfire. The screaming. The sound of people I loved dying while I ran.

"I should have stayed. Fought with them. Died with them."

"No." Elena's grip on my hand tightened. "You survived. That matters."

"Does it?"

She turned to face me, close enough that I could see the starlight reflected in her eyes. "Yes. You're here. You're helping. You're making a difference."

"I was ready to give up." The admission came out before I could stop it. "On the road, when the raiders found me. I was standing there thinking about... ending it. Just stopping."

"But you didn't."

"They didn't give me the chance."

"That's not true." Her voice was soft but certain. "When they attacked, you fought. You took down three of them before we even got there. You chose to live."

I didn't know if that was true. I wanted it to be.

"Whatever happens," Elena continued, "you're not alone anymore. None of us are."

She was so close now. I could feel the heat of her through the thin blanket, smell that floral soap, see the softness in her dark eyes. My pulse kicked up. Every instinct I had was screaming to close the gap.

I wanted to kiss her. Wanted to pull her into my lap and find out if she tasted as good as she smelled.

She leaned in. I leaned in. Our lips were inches apart, close enough to feel her breath against my skin.

The sound of boots on the porch stairs broke the moment.

We pulled apart quickly, guiltily, as Dani appeared at the top of the steps. She stopped when she saw us, her sharp eyes taking in everything: the closeness, the flushed cheeks, the way Elena's hand still rested near mine.

A slow smirk spread across Dani's face. "Don't let me interrupt."

"We were just talking," Elena said, her voice slightly breathless.

"Sure you were." Dani's smirk widened. She gave me a look that said she knew exactly what she'd walked in on, and found it highly entertaining. Then she winked and headed inside without another word.

Elena let out a long breath. In the starlight, I could see color rising in her cheeks.

"Sorry," I said. "I shouldn't have--"

"Don't apologize." She caught my hand again, squeezed it once. "Soon."

Just that one word. A promise. A certainty.

She stood, gathered her blanket, and headed for the door. At the threshold, she paused and looked back at me.

"Get some sleep. You've earned it."

Then she was gone, and I was alone with the stars and the echo of her warmth.

I sat on that porch for a long time, thinking.

Three months ago, I'd had nothing. No people, no purpose, no reason to keep going. I'd been walking toward oblivion, one step at a time, not really caring if I ever arrived.

Now I had a place. Work to do. People who were starting to trust me. Elena's touch and her promise. Sage's bright curiosity. Even Dani's grudging respect and Mira's cautious approval.

Something to lose again.

The thought should have terrified me. Every time I'd let myself care about something, the world had found a way to rip it away. My family. My group. Every fragile thing I'd tried to build.

But sitting there in the darkness, I realized I wasn't looking for an exit anymore. I wasn't planning the next move, the next camp, the next stretch of empty road.

I was planning for tomorrow. For the defenses we'd strengthen. For Elena's promise.

The fear was still there. Good. It kept me sharp. But underneath it, for the first time in months, there was something else.

Hope. And damn if it didn't feel good.

I stood, stretched the ache from my muscles, and headed back to my cabin. Tomorrow would be a long day. And for the first time in longer than I could remember, I was looking forward to it.


⚜




Chapter 3: First touch

⚜

By day eight, the bandage changes had become the best part of my morning.

Elena knocked softly just after dawn, slipping through the cabin door with fresh gauze and that quiet smile that made my chest tight. I was already sitting on the edge of the cot, shirtless, waiting. The August heat made the fabric stick anyway, so I'd stopped bothering with a shirt at night.

"Good morning," she said, setting her supplies on the small table beside my bed.

"Morning."

She moved close, standing between my knees as she unwrapped the old dressing. Her fingers were warm against my skin, gentle and practiced. But there was a lingering quality now that hadn't been there before. Or maybe I was just paying more attention.

"You're healing well." She peeled back the last layer of gauze, revealing the wound beneath. The angry red gash had knitted together nicely, the stitches holding the flesh in a clean line. "Almost there. Another few days and you won't need me anymore."

Her voice caught on the last word. A hesitation.

I looked up at her. She was so close I could see the pulse jumping in her throat, the way her breathing had quickened. Her dark eyes met mine, and the air in the cabin shifted.

"I'll still need you," I said.

The words hung there. Not casual. An admission.

Elena's hand stilled on my chest. She didn't move it away. Just let it rest there, palm flat against my skin, feeling my heartbeat.

"Garrett..."

She trailed off. But she didn't step back. If anything, she leaned closer, her weight shifting toward me.

I reached up and cupped her face. Her skin was soft, warm, alive. She closed her eyes and leaned into my touch.

"Elena."

Just her name. But it was enough.

She kissed me.

Soft at first, tentative, like she was giving me a chance to pull away. I didn't. I pulled her closer instead, one hand sliding to the back of her neck, the other finding her hip. She made a small sound against my mouth and deepened the kiss.

She tasted sweet. Clean. She pressed tight against me, her breasts soft against my bare chest, her thigh sliding between my legs. Only a layer of thin cotton between us. Nowhere near enough.

When she finally pulled back, her eyes were dark, her lips slightly swollen.

"I've been thinking about you," she said, her voice rough. "Every night since you got here."

"Elena-"

"Let me." She pressed a finger to my lips, silencing me. "I want to help you relax. Let me take care of you."

Before I could respond, she dropped to her knees beside the cot.

My breath caught. She looked up at me, her dark eyes now heavy with intent. Her hand slid from my chest down my stomach, following the line of muscle to where my pants hung low on my hips.

"Is this okay?" she asked.

I could only nod.

Her fingers found the drawstring of my pants, tugging it loose with practiced ease. I was already hard-had been since she'd started touching my chest. When she freed me, her breath hitched.

"I've wanted this," she said softly. "Since I first put my hands on you."

She wrapped her fingers around me, grip warm and firm. I gripped the edge of the cot to keep from groaning.

"Just let me."

Her strokes were slow and deliberate. She watched my face, adjusted her rhythm when my breath caught. Her thumb rubbed the sensitive spot just below the head, circling hard on the upstroke, dragging slow on the way down. I flinched. She didn't stop.

"That's it." Her voice was low, soothing. "Just feel it."

Her left hand splayed across my chest, feeling my heart hammer against her palm. Her other hand kept moving, grip tight and slick. I couldn't think straight.

I gripped the cot harder. The wood creaked under my fingers.

Elena leaned in and pressed her lips to my neck, just below my ear. Her breath was hot against my skin.

"I want to make you feel good," she whispered.

She tightened her grip on the upstroke, looser on the way down, finding a rhythm that made my hips want to buck. The pleasure coiled tighter, building with every movement of her wrist. She knew exactly what she was doing-reading my body, adapting, drawing out each reaction.

"You're shaking," she whispered against my throat. Her breath was hot. "Good. Let go. I've got you."

Her lips traced along my jaw. Her hand never stopped. She kissed the corner of my mouth, then pulled back to watch my face.

I could feel it building-tension coiling in my spine, pressure mounting low in my gut. She sensed it too. Her grip tightened, strokes faster, more urgent.

"That's it." Her voice was barely a whisper. "Let go for me."

I came with a groan I couldn't hold back, my body shuddering as the release crashed through me. Elena didn't stop, her hand milking every pulse, drawing out the pleasure until I was empty and trembling.

She watched with quiet satisfaction, tenderness in her gaze. When the last spasm faded, she reached for a cloth from her medical supplies and cleaned me gently, her touch as tender as if she were changing a bandage.

Then she leaned up and kissed me. Soft, sweet, full of promise.

"There," she said. "Better?"

I was still catching my breath. Still processing. "Yeah. Better."

She smiled, those dimples appearing again. "I've wanted to do that since you woke up in my infirmary."

"Elena-"

"We have time for more." She finished cleaning me and tucked me back into my pants with efficient care. "When you're stronger."

Her hands trembled slightly as she returned to my bandage, wrapping fresh gauze around my midsection. The air in the room felt different. Heavy. Charged. There was no putting this genie back in the bottle, and looking at her flushed cheeks, I didn't want to.

"I should let you rest," she murmured when she finished. But she didn't leave immediately. Instead, she pressed one more kiss to my forehead, her lips lingering.

"Soon," she whispered. "More."

Then she gathered her supplies and slipped out the door, leaving me alone with my racing heart and the memory of her touch.

I threw myself into work for the rest of the day.

It was the only way I could process what had happened. Every time I stopped moving, I felt her hand on me again, heard her voice in my ear. The warmth of her lips on my throat. The way she'd watched me finish, satisfaction and hunger mingled in her expression.

So I didn't stop. I checked the pump, made sure it was still running smooth. I sorted the workshop tools that had gotten jumbled during the pump repair. I inventoried our scrap metal supply and sketched out designs for better gate reinforcement. Anything to keep my hands busy and my brain occupied.

The physical labor helped. Sweat and exertion gave my mind focus.

Around midday, Dani found me restacking lumber behind the workshop.

"You look like you're trying to punish yourself," she observed, leaning against a post with her arms crossed.

"Just keeping busy."

She studied me with those hunter's eyes, reading me like she'd read tracks in the dirt. Whatever she saw made her lips twitch into a knowing smirk, but she didn't comment.

"I'm heading out tomorrow morning," she said. "Scouting run, eastern perimeter. We need to check on those raider signs we've been seeing."

"Okay."

"Want to come?"

I stopped what I was doing. "You're asking me?"

"I'm testing you." No pretense, no games. Direct as always. "You said you could hunt with that bow. I want to see if you can actually hit something that shoots back."

I thought about it. The tension between wanting to stay close to Haven-close to Elena-and the practical need to prove myself. Mira's trust was still fragile. Dani's even more so. If I wanted to be part of this community, I needed to earn my place in every way possible.

My hand drifted to my midsection, feeling the fresh bandage beneath my shirt. The stitches were healing, but they weren't fully closed. A hard day in the field, scrambling over rough terrain, maybe having to run or fight-that could tear something open. Elena would kill me if I came back bleeding.

But staying safe in the compound while the others risked themselves wasn't an option either. Not if I wanted to belong here.

"Yeah," I said. "I'm in."

Dani nodded, satisfied. "Dawn. Don't be late."

She pushed off the post and headed back toward the armory, leaving me to my lumber and my thoughts.

That evening at dinner, Elena caught my eye across the table.

Nothing obvious. Just a look, held a moment too long. A private smile that carried the weight of everything that had happened that morning. I felt heat rise in my cheeks and had to look away.

Sage was chattering about her garden, talking about the tomatoes coming in strong and the need to expand the pepper beds. Mira listened with half-attention, her focus clearly elsewhere. Dani ate in silence, sharpening her knife between bites.

Normal. Routine. Except for the current running between me and Elena, invisible to everyone else but electric to us.

After the meal, as everyone dispersed, Elena brushed past me on her way to the kitchen.

"Sleep well," she said quietly. Her fingers grazed mine, a secret touch. "Tomorrow will be a long day."

I watched her go, her hips swaying beneath that thin cotton dress. She glanced back once, over her shoulder, and the heat in her gaze made my breath catch.

Soon. More.

I held onto that promise.

Dawn came hard and fast.

Dani was waiting at the main gate when I arrived, compound bow over my shoulder and a light pack on my back. She looked me over critically, checking my gear, assessing my readiness.

"You'll do," she said finally. "Stay quiet, stay close, and do what I tell you."

We slipped through the gate and into the Texas hill country.

The morning was already warm, August heat building even before the sun cleared the trees. Dani set a quick pace, moving through the brush like she'd been born to it. I followed, trying to match her silence, putting my hunting experience to work.

She noticed.

"You move better than I expected," she admitted after an hour of walking. "Most people crash around like drunk cattle."

"Learned patience a long time ago. Can't get close to a deer if you sound like a truck."

She nodded. "We'll see how you shoot when it counts."

We moved deeper into the woods, checking the eastern approach routes. Dani showed me the signs she'd been tracking-boot prints in soft soil, broken branches where someone had pushed through carelessly, the remains of a cigarette butt ground into the dirt.

"Raiders," I said, studying the tracks.

"The Vultures." Her voice was grim. "That's what they call themselves. Started as a few guys with guns and bad attitudes. Now they're twenty, thirty strong. Maybe more."

"How close are they?"

"Getting closer every week." She pointed toward a ridge in the distance. "Six months ago, we never saw them past that tree line. Now they're scouting within two miles of Haven."

We continued our patrol, moving in careful silence. I kept my bow ready, arrow nocked but not drawn, scanning the tree line for movement. Dani moved like water, flowing from cover to cover without making a sound.

The signs grew more frequent as we went-tire tracks on a fire road, a recently extinguished campfire, more cigarette butts scattered around a makeshift latrine.

"Shit." Dani crouched beside the cold fire pit, running her fingers through the ashes. "This is fresh. Maybe a day old. They've set up a forward camp."

She stood abruptly, scanning the tree line with new urgency.

"They're closer than I thought. We need to get back. Mira needs to know about this."

We turned and headed for Haven at a faster pace. The playful testing was gone now, replaced by grim focus. The raider threat wasn't theoretical anymore. It was real, and it was close.

Mira called us to the lodge at sundown.

No food this time, just maps spread across the woodgrain and four grim faces. The dinner warmth was gone.

"Show them," Mira said to Dani.

Dani pointed to the locations on the map. The tire tracks. The campsites. The signs of organized scouting.

"They've established a forward position about five miles east," she said. "Fresh signs-maybe a day old. They're not hiding anymore."

Silence.

"How many?" Elena asked.

"Hard to say from the signs. At least six or seven at the forward camp. But their main group is bigger. Twenty, maybe twenty-five total."

"They're building up to something, aren't they?" Sage's voice was small but steady.

"Looks like it." Mira traced a line on the map with her finger, connecting the scout positions. "They've been probing for months. Now they're getting serious."

The discussion that followed was practical, focused. What were our options? Could we run? Could we hide? Could we fight?

Running meant abandoning everything we'd built. Hiding meant trusting raiders to leave survivors.

Fighting meant betting our lives on a battle we were badly outnumbered for.

"I have some ideas," I said when there was a pause. "For defenses."

Mira's eyes found mine. "Go on."

I pulled the map closer and started pointing. "Here, at the main approach road. Tripwires connected to noise makers-cans, bells, anything that'll give us warning. Here and here, concealed pits with stakes at the bottom. Won't kill many, but it'll slow them down and make them cautious."

"Choke points," Dani said, catching on. "Funnel them where we want them."

"Exactly. And here, at the northeast section of the fence-that's where they'll likely probe first. We set up overlapping fields of fire, make sure every approach is covered."

"What about fire?" Sage asked. "We could-"

"Fire's dangerous in brush country," Mira cut in. "Could burn down everything we're trying to protect."

"Not fire," I said. "But there are other options. The propane tanks behind the kitchen. If we position them right, rig them with a trigger..."

Mira listened without interrupting. When I finished, she was quiet for a long moment.

"It's good," she said finally. "But it won't be enough. Not if they come at us with everything they have."

"No," I agreed. "But it gives us a chance. Better than nothing."

She looked around the table at the others. Elena, steady and calm. Dani, fierce and ready. Sage, scared but determined.

"We'll discuss it more tomorrow," Mira said. "Get some sleep. All of you."

It was a dismissal. The meeting was over.

But as everyone filed out, I caught Mira watching me. The suspicion in her eyes had shifted to something else. Respect, maybe. Or the beginning of it.

I couldn't sleep.

The tension from the meeting was too fresh, the stakes too real. I lay in my cot running scenarios in my head. Attack patterns, defensive positions, escape routes. The cold mathematics of survival.

Around midnight, I gave up and headed to the workshop. If I couldn't sleep, I might as well be useful. I pulled out the materials I'd gathered for the noise traps and started assembling them by lantern light.

I was threading wire through a tin can when Elena appeared in the doorway.

"I saw the light," she said softly. "Figured you'd be here."

She was wearing a cotton nightgown, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders against the evening chill. Her hair was loose, falling around her face in dark waves.

"Can't turn off my brain," I admitted.

She crossed to the workbench and stood beside me, watching my hands work. Her shoulder brushed mine.

"The meeting scared you." She stated it as fact, reading the tension in my shoulders.

"It made things real. The threat's been abstract until now. Something out there, somewhere else. Now it's got a location. A timeline."

Elena picked up one of the finished traps, turning it over in her hands. "Will these help?"

"Some. Maybe enough to matter."

She set it down and faced me. The lantern cast shadows across her cheekbones, made her expression unreadable.

"Are you scared?" she asked.

"Yes. But not for myself."

"For who, then?"

"For you. All of you." I set down the wire and turned to face her fully. "I just found this place. These people. I don't want to lose them."

She took my hands in hers. Her grip was steady, certain. "You won't."

"You can't know that."

"No. But I can believe it." She squeezed. "And I'd rather believe and be wrong than give up before the fight even starts."

I wanted to argue with her optimism. But standing there in the dim workshop, her hands in mine, I couldn't find the words.

"Whatever happens," she said, "I'm glad you're here. Glad we found you on that road."

"So am I."

She stepped closer, her head tilting up toward mine. "This morning... I surprised myself. I didn't know I still had that in me."

"I'm glad you did."

She took my hand and placed it on her waist. Her grip was tight. Trembling. "I want more than just stolen moments, Garrett. I want something real."

I pulled her closer, feeling the warmth of her body through the fabric. "When this is over. When we've dealt with the raiders..."

She rose on her toes and kissed me. Brief but deep, full of promise. When she pulled back, the blanket had slipped from one shoulder, revealing the curve of her breast beneath the worn cotton.

"Get some sleep," she said. "You're going to need it."

Then she slipped out into the night, leaving me alone with my traps and my racing pulse.

I finished three more noise makers before exhaustion finally claimed me. By the time I got back to my cabin, the sky was starting to lighten in the east. A few hours of sleep, maybe, before the real work began.

I lay down and closed my eyes. But instead of darkness, I saw Elena's face. Felt her hand on me. Heard her whisper against my throat.

Soon. More.

I was still thinking about that promise when sleep finally took me.


⚜




Chapter 4: Deeper

⚜

Day ten. The wound that had nearly killed me was now a pink line under fresh bandages that Elena changed more out of habit than necessity.

I was stronger. Strong enough for real work.

The morning sun beat down as I finished the last of the fence reinforcements along the southern perimeter. The northeast section was done. Now I was working my way around the compound, driving posts deeper into soil where they'd loosened, stringing new wire along gaps in the top. Sweat rolled down my back, soaking through my shirt. The labor felt good. Purposeful. Each hammer strike was a blow against the uncertainty gnawing at my gut.

The raider threat loomed over everything now. Since the scout run with Dani, since seeing that fresh camp five miles east, the clock had started ticking. We didn't know when the Vultures would come. But we knew they would.

So I worked. Built. Prepared.

I'd planted the noise traps along the eastern approach before dawn. Hidden in the brush. One careless foot and the bells would scream. Simple technology, but effective. The sound would carry across the still morning air, giving us precious minutes to prepare.

By midmorning I'd finished the fence section and moved on to the stake pits. Hard work in the August heat. The soil was dry and packed, resistant to the shovel. Every foot of depth was earned with aching muscles and burning lungs.

I was chest-deep in a pit, digging out the last few inches, when Elena appeared at the edge of the work site. She was carrying a plate covered with a cloth napkin.

"Lunch," she said, picking her way across the churned earth. "You've been out here since dawn."

I straightened, wiping sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand. She looked good in the midday light. A simple cotton dress showing off her curves. Dark hair pulled back in a low ponytail. The memory of two mornings ago rose unbidden. Her hand on me. Her whisper against my throat.

"Thanks." I climbed out of the pit and took the plate. Our fingers brushed. Neither of us pulled away.

"You're healing fast." Her eyes dropped to where my shirt clung to my torso. The bandage was barely visible through the damp fabric. "Strong constitution."

I caught her hand before she could withdraw it. "Good nurse."

She smiled, dimples appearing. The hesitation from before was gone. When she looked at me now, there was certainty in her gaze. Warmth that went beyond professional care.

"I brought enough for two," she said. "If you don't mind the company."

"Stay."

We sat in the shade of a half-finished watchtower, sharing sandwiches and cool water from a canteen. The conversation flowed easily. Updates on the compound. Sage's progress with the garden irrigation. Dani's patrol routes. Normal things. Survival things.

The sandwich was simple but good. Fresh vegetables from Sage's garden between slices of bread that Elena had baked the day before. Real food. The kind I'd almost forgotten existed during my months of wandering.

"Sage wants to expand the pepper beds," Elena said, leaning back against the tower supports. "She's convinced we can grow enough to trade, once things stabilize."

"You think things will stabilize?"

"Sage does. And Sage is usually right about things that grow." She took a sip of water and passed me the canteen. "She sees possibilities where the rest of us just see problems."

We talked about irrigation, watchtowers, patrols. But her eyes kept dropping to my mouth. Every time I passed her the canteen, her fingers lingered on mine a second too long.

When the food was gone, Elena set aside the empty plate and studied me. Her expression had shifted. More serious now.

"You've changed since you got here," she said. "When you arrived, you had this look. Like you were already gone."

The observation caught me off guard. "Maybe I was."

"And now?"

I met her eyes. Held them. "Now I have something worth staying for."

She was quiet for a moment. The words hung between us, heavy with meaning. Then she stood, brushing crumbs from her dress.

"Come with me. I could use help organizing the infirmary supplies."

It wasn't really a question.

The infirmary cabin was cool and dim, shutters half-closed against the afternoon heat. Elena had accumulated a surprising amount of medical supplies over the months. Salvaged from abandoned hospitals and pharmacies. Boxes and crates cluttered every surface, waiting to be sorted and catalogued.

"I've been putting this off," she admitted, gesturing at the chaos. "It's easier with two people."

The work was methodical. Sorting bandages by size. Organizing medications by type and expiration date. Checking equipment for damage or wear. Elena had a system, and she guided me through it with patient instruction.

We worked side by side, close in the small space. Frequent brushes of skin against skin as we reached for the same items. Each touch lingered a moment longer than necessary. The air in the cabin grew warmer despite the shade.

"Tell me about before," I said, passing her a box of surgical gloves. "The ER. What was it like?"

Elena paused, a faraway look crossing her features. "Total chaos. Blood on the floor and gunshot wounds at three in the morning. Car crashes. Heart attacks. Overdoses. Everything you can imagine, coming through those doors."

"Sounds overwhelming."

"It was. And I loved it." She stacked the gloves on a shelf with practiced precision. "The adrenaline. The urgency. Knowing that what you did in the next five minutes could mean the difference between life and death."

"You miss it?"

"I miss the purpose. The clarity." She turned to face me, leaning against the supply shelf. "In the ER, you knew what to do. Patient comes in, you assess, you treat, you move on. Out here, nothing is that simple. Who gets the last antibiotics? How do we ration water? When do we fight and when do we run?"

I understood the weight of those choices. The impossible calculus of survival.

"I saw the worst things humans can do to each other in that ER," she continued. Her voice had dropped, more reflective now. "Violence. Cruelty. People hurting the ones they were supposed to love. Husbands who beat their wives. Parents who neglected their children. All of it rolled through those doors, and we had to treat it all the same."

"That must have been hard."

"It was. But I saw the best things too." A small smile crossed her features. "Strangers holding hands with dying patients because no one else was there. Parents who would trade anything to save their children. Doctors who worked thirty-six hour shifts because they couldn't stand to leave. Love in the worst moments."

"Which was more common?"

"The best." She said it without hesitation. "Always the best. Even when things were terrible, there was more kindness than cruelty. More hope than despair."

I thought about the raiders on the road. The violence that seemed to define this collapsed world. But also about the women who had saved me. The community they'd built here against all odds.

"What about you?" Elena asked. "What do you miss?"

The question opened something in my chest. I found myself talking about things I hadn't spoken of in months. My sister Carrie's laugh. My mother's cooking. Sunday dinners that went on for hours because no one wanted to leave the table.

"Carrie had this thing with pancakes," I said, sorting a box of syringes without really seeing them. "She'd make faces out of the chocolate chips. Even at twenty-three, getting her master's degree. She'd come home for the weekend and make these ridiculous smiley-face pancakes. Said it kept her connected to her childhood."

Elena smiled. "She sounds wonderful."

"She was." The grief was still there, a dull ache in my chest. But talking made them feel closer. More real than the fading memories that sometimes felt like dreams. "My mother would pretend to be annoyed. 'Mija, you're wasting the chips.' But she always ate them anyway. Always smiled when she did."

"My mother taught me to cook when I was six," Elena offered. She'd stopped working, giving me her full attention. "I wasn't any good at it. Burned everything. But she was so patient. 'Mija, the heat knows when you're afraid of it. Be bold.'"

"Were you bold?"

"Eventually. After a lot of smoke alarms." She laughed, and the sound was bright in the dim cabin. "My father used to joke that I could burn water. But I got better. By the time I left for nursing school, I could make her chicken mole almost as well as she could."

"Almost?"

"There's always one ingredient the mothers never tell you. Something that makes theirs just a little better."

We laughed. The sound felt strange in the quiet cabin, but good. The grief was still there, but talking about it made the weight lighter.

Late afternoon. The last of the supplies sorted and catalogued in Elena's neat handwriting. Boxes stacked. Shelves organized. The infirmary cabin transformed from chaos to order.

We stood in the middle of the room. Neither of us made a move to leave.

Elena stepped closer. Close enough that I caught her scent. Lavender this time, mixed with something herbal. Something she must have found in the salvage. Her hand found my chest, palm flat over my heart.

"You meant what you said earlier?" she asked. "About staying?"

"Yes."

She held my gaze. I saw the decision form in her eyes before she spoke.

"Lie down."

She pushed me toward the cot against the wall. The same cot where I'd recovered when I first arrived. Where everything between us had started.

I expected her to follow me down. Instead she dropped to her knees on the wooden floor beside the mattress. The medic. The woman who'd stitched me back together. Looking up at me with hunger in her eyes. My brain stalled.

"Last time I made you feel good," she said. Her voice had dropped, gone husky. "This time I want more."

She reached for my belt. I shoved my pants down before she could do it herself. Already hardening under her gaze.

"I've been thinking about this." Her breath was warm against my skin. "About tasting you."

Then her mouth was on me.

The sensation nearly buckled me. Warm. Wet. Perfect. She started slow. Just the head. Her tongue swirling in a deliberate pattern that made my hips want to buck. She held me down with one hand on my stomach, keeping me still.

"Elena..."

She pulled back just enough to look up at me. Her lips glistened. "You like that?"

I couldn't form words. She smiled and took me deeper.

More confident now. Finding her rhythm. Her mouth slid down my length, taking as much as she could, then pulling back with agonizing slowness. Again. Again. Building a pace that made my head spin.

One hand wrapped around my base, working in tandem with her mouth. She stroked the shaft while her tongue did impossible things to the tip. Wet sounds filled the small cabin. Her soft moans vibrated through me.

She was into it. Genuinely into it. Her dark eyes found mine as she worked, heavy with desire. She wasn't just doing this for me. She was savoring it. Enjoying the way she could make me fall apart.

I tangled my fingers in her hair. Not guiding. Just needing to touch her. She leaned into my grip without breaking rhythm.

"You taste good," she murmured against me. Then took me deep again before I could respond.

The pressure built with each stroke of her tongue, each bob of her head. She read my body like she'd been studying me for years. Speeding up when my breathing quickened. Slowing when I got too close. Drawing it out. Making it last.

Her free hand slid down from my stomach, trailing over my hip. Then lower. Her fingers found my balls, cupping them gently at first. Testing. Learning.

I groaned at the new sensation. The dual stimulation sent sparks racing up my spine.

"You like that too." Not a question. She rolled them carefully in her palm, massaging with practiced care while her mouth never stopped its slow torture. Her thumb traced circles against the sensitive skin, alternating between gentle pressure and featherlight touches.

"God, Elena..."

She pulled off just long enough to smile up at me. "Nurses know anatomy." Then she lowered her head and did something with her tongue that made my vision blur.

Her fingers kept working below, tugging gently, squeezing just enough to edge the pleasure higher without tipping into pain. She seemed to know exactly how much pressure to apply, when to ease off, when to add more. Reading the tension in my thighs, the catch in my breath.

She took me deeper, her nose nearly brushing my stomach, while her hand cradled and massaged. The combination was devastating. Wet heat engulfing me from above, warm fingers playing below. Two points of intense pleasure feeding into each other.

She pushed further, taking me into her throat. A soft gag escaped her, the sound wet and obscene, her throat constricting around me in a tight flutter that made my whole body shudder. She held there for a moment, eyes watering slightly, before pulling back with a gasp. Then she did it again, that choking sensation rippling through me each time she hit her limit. The vibration of her struggling throat, the slick sounds of her determination-it was almost too much.

I could feel the pressure building faster now. That familiar tightening at the base of my spine. My balls drew up in her hand, and she felt it too.

"That's it," she whispered as she came up for air, tongue teasing my tip. "Getting close."

Her grip firmed just slightly, her mouth speeding up to match. The wet sounds filling the cabin grew louder, more urgent. Her tongue swirled around my head on each upstroke while her fingers provided steady, rhythmic pressure below.

"Elena, I'm..."

She didn't stop. If anything, she took me deeper. Her throat working around me as she pushed past her limits. One hand still cupping my balls, feeling them tighten and pulse. Eyes locked on mine. Watching my face as I came undone.

The orgasm hit like a wave breaking. I shuddered, gripping the mattress, trying not to thrust too hard into her mouth. She took everything. Swallowing around me. Her fingers pressing firmly against my balls as they emptied, milking every drop from me. Working me through it until the last tremor faded.

Only when I was completely spent did she pull back. She wiped her lips with the back of her hand. Satisfaction written across her features.

"I wanted that," she said. "All of it."

My pulse was still hammering in my ears. "Come here."

She climbed onto the narrow cot beside me. Curled against my side, her head on my shoulder, palm flat on my chest where she could feel my heartbeat slow. We lay tangled together in the dimming light of late afternoon.

"That was just the beginning," she whispered.

I pulled her closer. "I'm counting on it."

She tilted her face up and kissed me. Tender. Lingering. I could taste myself on her lips. Instead of strange, it felt intimate. Another barrier coming down between us.

We stayed like that until the shadows lengthened and the sounds of dinner preparation drifted from the lodge. Real life calling us back.

But the air between us had transformed. Whatever was building, it was more than physical now.

That evening at dinner, I sat with the group in the lodge, but my mind kept drifting. To the infirmary. To Elena curled against me on that narrow cot. To the way she'd looked at me when she said she wanted more.

She was across the table now, helping Sage with something on her plate. Our eyes met, and she gave me a private smile. The kind that held secrets.

Dani caught the look. Her jaw tightened for just a moment before she went back to her meal. Impatient. Maybe even annoyed.

"The traps are all set?" Sage asked, pulling my attention back to the table. "The noise makers?"

"Eastern approach is covered. I'll do the southern road tomorrow."

"What about the pits?" She was taking notes, as always. Her curiosity was endless, even when the subject was violence. "You said you were digging stake traps?"

"Three finished. Should have five more by end of week."

Mira nodded from the head of the table. She'd been quiet through most of the meal, but she was listening. "The concealed pits will slow them down. Make them cautious. That buys us time."

"Time for what?" Dani asked. "We're still outnumbered five to one. At least."

"Time to prepare. Time to set up firing positions. Time to make them pay for every inch of ground they try to take."

The conversation continued. I noticed Mira's eyes finding mine. She was still assessing me, still weighing my value against the risk of my presence. But the suspicion was fading. Replaced by something that might have been respect.

After dinner, as the group dispersed to evening tasks, Dani caught me near the door.

"Got a minute?"

I followed her onto the porch. The sun was setting, painting the Texas sky in shades of orange and red. She leaned against the railing, arms crossed, studying me with that direct gaze.

"You and Elena, huh?"

No preamble. No dancing around it. That was Dani.

"Yeah."

She smirked. "About time someone got to you. She's been pining since you showed up."

I didn't know what to say to that. Her directness always threw me off balance.

"I'm not complaining," she continued. Her green eyes were clear. Challenging. "Just don't think she's the only one who noticed you."

The implication hung in the air between us. I thought about the scout run. The way she moved through the brush like a predator. The fierce grin when I'd mentioned the noise traps. She wasn't subtle, Dani. Never had been.

"We need fresh meat," she said, switching gears so fast I almost got whiplash. "Deer, maybe. Or wild hog. The preserved stuff is running low."

"Okay..."

"You moved well on the scout run. Quiet. Patient." She tilted her head, studying me. "But that was just tracking. Tomorrow I want to see if you can actually bring home the bacon."

It was an invitation. An escalation of trust from the day before.

"Yeah." I met her eyes. "I'll be ready."

She grinned, showing teeth. "Good. Dawn. Don't eat breakfast. We'll be moving fast."

She pushed off the railing and headed inside. Paused at the door to look back at me.

"Rest up. You're going to need your energy."

The echo of Elena's words from the night before. But coming from Dani, they carried a different weight entirely.

Later that night, I took a shift in the watchtower with Mira.

We'd been rotating security since the scout run. Two people on watch at all times. The raider threat had made everyone cautious. I'd volunteered for the night shifts, finding something calming in the quiet hours. The stars overhead. The distant sounds of the Texas wilderness.

Mira climbed the ladder just past midnight. Rifle slung over her shoulder. She settled into position beside me without speaking, scanning the dark tree line with practiced eyes.

For a long time, neither of us said anything. Just the sound of wind in the fence wire. Insects chirping in the darkness. The distant hoot of an owl.

"You've settled in," she said finally.

"Trying to."

"The women here trust you." She kept her eyes on the perimeter, not looking at me. "Elena. Even Sage follows you around. And Dani... she doesn't give anyone the time of day usually."

"Is that a problem?"

She was quiet for a long moment. When she spoke again, her voice was softer than I'd ever heard it.

"I lost five men." Each word carried weight. "Good men. Marcus was... we were together. Two years before the collapse, another year after. He was supposed to be my partner. My equal."

"I'm sorry."

"The raiders hit us three weeks after we found this place. We thought we were safe." Her hands tightened on her rifle. "We were wrong."

"What happened?"

"They came at dawn. Just like they'll come for us. We fought, but we were spread too thin. Marcus went down covering our retreat. The others fell one by one. Until it was just the four of us."

I tried to imagine it. The chaos. The loss. Watching everyone you cared about die while you fought to survive. It was too close to my own memories. The ambush that had taken my group. The screaming. The running. Being the only one who made it out.

"I won't lose anyone else because I trusted the wrong person." Her eyes found mine. Dark and hard in the moonlight. "I can't."

"I'm not looking to take anything." I held her gaze. "I just want to help."

She studied me for a long moment. I couldn't read what was behind those eyes. Fear? Hope? Something else entirely?

"Maybe," she said finally. "We'll see."

She stood abruptly, slinging her rifle over her shoulder. "I'll finish the shift. Get some rest."

Before I could argue, she was climbing down the ladder. I watched her cross the compound toward the lodge, her posture rigid even in the darkness.

But a crack had opened in her armor. I'd seen the person beneath. The weight she carried. The fear she wouldn't let anyone see.

Not just the hard leader. Someone carrying impossible weight alone.

I stayed on watch until my replacement arrived, then headed to my cabin. The compound was quiet. Stars scattered across the Texas sky.

I thought about Elena. Warm and certain in my arms. About Dani, fierce and challenging on the porch. About Mira, breaking open just enough to show me her wounds.

And somewhere in the darkness, the raiders were gathering. Preparing. Coming.

Tomorrow I would hunt with Dani. Tomorrow I would dig more traps, build more defenses, prepare for a fight we might not survive.

But tonight, I fell asleep thinking about the women who had found me dying on that road. Who had given me a reason to keep breathing.

Whatever was coming, I wouldn't face it alone.


⚜




Chapter 5: The hunt

⚜

Dani woke me before dawn.

No knock. Just her hand on my shoulder in the darkness, shaking me awake with rough efficiency.

"Time to see if you're actually useful."

I was dressed and ready in five minutes. She didn't wait for me at the cabin. I found her at the main gate, rifle slung over her shoulder, pack on her back. Her sharp green eyes assessed my gear as I approached.

"Bow's good. Quieter than a rifle. And arrows can be recovered." She nodded toward the tree line beyond the fence. "Let's move."

We slipped through the gate and into the Texas backcountry as the first gray light touched the eastern sky.

Dani didn't walk through the brush; she flowed. No snapped twigs, no rustling leaves. Every step placed with instinctive precision. I followed in her wake, using every trick I'd learned in years of recreational hunting before the collapse. Stay low, move slow, watch where you put your feet. The fresh scar on my side pulled slightly with each careful stride, but it had held through harder labor than this.

She noticed my quiet movement.

"You're quiet," she said after the first hour, her voice barely above a whisper. "Better than I expected."

"Bow hunting teaches patience. Can't stalk a deer if you sound like a truck."

She glanced back at me, her expression softening with approval. "You weren't lying about the recreational hunting."

"Told you I could keep up." I adjusted my grip on the compound bow.

Her lips curved into a grin. "We'll see. Ammo's getting scarce. That bow of yours is going to be valuable."

We pushed deeper into the backcountry, away from the compound, into territory that felt wilder with every mile. Dani pointed out signs as we walked. A scrape on a tree trunk where a buck had rubbed. Tracks in soft soil, pressed deep from recent rain. Broken branches where something large had pushed through.

"Reading the land," she said, crouching beside a set of fresh hoofprints. "Most people don't know how. They think hunting is just walking until you see something to shoot."

"And you know different?"

"I was a guide. Before." She traced the edge of a print with her fingertip. "Led city folks into the East Texas woods, taught them which end of the rifle to point at the deer. Most of them couldn't track a herd of elephants through a snowfield."

I smiled. "And me?"

"You're different." She stood, brushing dirt from her knees. "You already know the basics. Wind direction. Patience. How to move without being seen." Her eyes met mine, weighing me. "But my skills are better."

Not bragging. Just fact.

"Show me," I said.

She did.

The morning passed in quiet work.

Dani taught me her tracking methods as we moved through the brush. How to read the freshness of a trail by the moisture in disturbed soil. How to spot where deer had bedded down, the grass compressed in oval shapes. How to use the wind, always keeping it in your face so your scent blew away from the prey.

I knew some of it. But her knowledge was deeper, sharper. Years of professional guiding distilled into instinct. She read the land like I read blueprints.

"See this?" She crouched beside a patch of disturbed ground, pointing at barely visible marks in the soil. "Doe bedded here last night. You can tell by the size of the depression, the way the grass is pressed." Her fingers traced the outline. "She was facing east. Wanted to feel the morning sun."

"How do you know it was last night?"

"Dew patterns. The grass is still bent the same direction, hasn't sprung back yet. Give it another day and you wouldn't be able to tell." She stood, brushing off her knees. "Every piece of ground tells a story. You just have to know how to read it."

There was an ease about her out here that I hadn't seen in the compound. The tension she carried behind the fences was gone. She moved with a relaxed confidence, almost joyful. This was her element. The brush, the hunt, the patient stalking of prey. The competitive edge that sometimes made her prickly had softened into partnership. We were working together, and she was enjoying it.

We stopped at a small ridge and she pointed out a game trail cutting through the brush below. "Deer use that path every morning. Coming from the bedding areas to water. We could set up here, wait for them."

"How long?"

"Hour. Maybe two." She glanced at me. "You have the patience for that?"

"I've been bow hunting since I was sixteen. Patience is the whole game."

Her expression warmed into a real smile. "Good answer."

We didn't end up waiting. The morning breeze shifted and carried sounds from further in the brush. Soft footfalls. The crack of a twig.

"There." She froze, one hand raised. Through a gap in the trees, I spotted them. A small deer herd, maybe six animals, grazing in a clearing about eighty yards out.

We circled slowly, using cover, working our way into position. The wind stayed favorable. The deer kept grazing, unaware.

Dani unslung her rifle, then paused. Looked at me.

"Your bow's quieter," she said. "Take the shot."

A test. Or a gift. I wasn't sure which.

I nocked an arrow and drew, sighting down the shaft at a young buck on the edge of the herd. Good size. Clean angle. The world narrowed to the target.

Breathe. Hold. Release.

The arrow flew true, taking the buck through the heart. It stumbled, dropped, and lay still. The other deer scattered into the trees, white tails flashing.

For a moment, neither of us moved. Just listened to the silence rushing back in to fill the space where life had been. The hunt was over. Clean kill, no suffering.

Dani watched the whole thing with focused intensity. When the buck fell, she nodded slowly.

"Maybe you're more than just a city engineer."

Coming from her, it was high praise.

We dressed the kill in the field. Hard, bloody work, but efficient.

Dani handled the knife with the same fluid skill she brought to everything. She gutted and cleaned the deer with practiced movements, showing me her techniques without condescension.

"Most people cut too deep here," she said, working the blade along the belly. "Nick the intestines and you ruin the meat. Light pressure. Let the knife do the work."

I watched her hands. Steady and precise. The same hands that had gripped her rifle, that had pointed out tracks in the dirt. Now they were elbow-deep in the carcass, removing organs with surgical efficiency.

"You've done this a lot," I said.

"Hundreds of times. Maybe a thousand." She set aside the liver. "Before, I'd guide hunters who couldn't do this part themselves. Had to dress their kills for them while they took pictures with the antlers." A flash of disgust crossed her features. "Trophy hunters. Wanted the glory, not the work."

"And now?"

"Now the work is all that matters." She wiped sweat from her forehead with the back of her wrist, leaving a streak of blood across her skin. "Funny how the world ending sorted out who was useful and who wasn't."

By the time we finished, the sun was high and the August heat had turned the air thick and heavy. Sweat dripped down my back. My shirt clung to my chest. The work had been messy and exhausting, but satisfying in a primal way.

"There's a stream nearby," Dani said, wiping her bloody hands on the grass. "We can clean up before heading back."

She cut a thick sapling with her knife, trimmed the branches, and we rigged the dressed carcass to the carrying pole. Another quarter mile through the brush brought us to a small creek cutting through the land. The water ran clear over smooth stones, cold from underground springs.

Dani set down her pack and stripped off her tank top without hesitation.

I stopped breathing.

Lean muscle under tan skin. A sports bra held her breasts in place, practical and tight. She wasn't trying to be seductive. She was just cooling off. Completely unselfconscious.

She waded into the stream until the water reached her thighs, then splashed her face and arms. Rinsed the deer blood from her hands and forearms.

"Water's good." She looked back at me, standing frozen on the bank. "Come in."

I hesitated. Every instinct told me this was dangerous territory. Elena. The complexity of whatever was building between us. The question of what happened when you wanted more than one woman and didn't know the rules anymore.

But Dani was watching me with that focused intensity. Patient. Knowing.

I pulled off my shirt and waded in.

The cold water was a shock after the August heat. It came up to my waist, numbing and refreshing at the same time. I cupped handfuls and washed the sweat and grime from my face and chest.

Dani moved closer. Close enough that I could see the water droplets on her shoulders. The way her sports bra clung wet to her skin.

"You're good out here," she said. Her voice had dropped, gone husky. "Better than most men."

"Thanks."

"Not a compliment. Just a fact." She tilted her head, studying me with an expression that made my pulse kick up. "I've been watching you with Elena. Her little touches. Her blushes."

My chest tightened. "Dani..."

"She's sweet. Slow." Dani stepped closer, the water swirling around us. "I'm not."

Before I could respond, she kissed me.

Aggressive. Demanding. Her hand fisted in my hair, pulling my head down to meet hers. Her tongue pushed into my mouth without asking permission. She kissed the way she hunted. No patience for hesitation.

I kissed her back. Couldn't help it. Days of tension snapping like a tripwire.

She pulled back just enough to speak. Her eyes had gone dark.

"I want this. Now." Her hand dropped to my chest, nails dragging across wet skin. "Tell me you don't."

I couldn't. Didn't want to.

"Good." She grabbed my wrist and pulled me toward the bank.

We stumbled out of the stream, water streaming from our bodies.

She peeled her sports bra off in one motion and tossed it onto the grass. Small breasts, pale white against the deep tan of her arms and shoulders. She shoved her shorts down next and kicked them aside. Naked, wet, and completely at ease with it. The contrast of those stark tan lines made my mouth go dry.

She looked me over as I undressed. The frank appreciation in her gaze made my blood run hot.

"Impressive," she said.

No gentle seduction. No tender buildup. She walked to a fallen log at the edge of the clearing and braced her hands against the bark. Looked back at me over her shoulder.

"Don't make me wait."

My brain short-circuited. She was presenting herself like she owned me, like this was just another thing she'd decided would happen. I moved behind her on instinct, barely thinking. Gripped her hips. She was already wet when I pressed against her, and not from the stream.

She rocked back impatiently. "Please, just do it."

I entered her in one thrust.

She gasped, back arching. Tight. Hot. Perfect. The sensation was overwhelming after everything that had been building. She braced harder against the log and ground back against me, demanding more.

"Harder. I can take it."

I tightened my grip on her waist and gave her what she wanted. No gentleness. No restraint. Each thrust was rough and deep, driving into her with force that made her gasp. The bark scraped against her palms but she didn't seem to notice or care. Her body met every stroke, absorbing the impact like she absorbed a rifle's kick.

Her back muscles rippled under the dappled sunlight, sweat mixing with the stream water on her skin. She smelled like river mud and arousal. When she pushed back against me, it wasn't submission; it was a challenge.

The sounds of the stream mixed with the slap of skin on skin. Her sharp breaths. The creak of the log beneath her hands. Primal sounds in the wild Texas brush.

She reached between her legs, fingers working herself while I fucked her. I could feel her touching herself, the movement of her hand adding friction where we joined.

"Right there," she gasped, nails digging into the damp bark of the log. "Harder. Don't you dare stop."

I grabbed a fistful of her wet braid and yanked her head back. She moaned, the sound raw and hungry.

"That's it," she breathed. "Just like that."

I used the leverage to pull her harder onto me with each thrust. Her back arched beautifully, spine curving as I held her by the hair. The new angle let me sink even deeper, and she cried out with each impact.

My free hand came down on her ass. The sharp crack echoed through the clearing. She gasped, then laughed breathlessly.

"Again."

I spanked her harder. The pale skin of her ass flushed pink where my palm connected. She pushed back against me, grinding, demanding more of everything.

"Fuck yes." Her voice was rough. "Don't hold back."

I didn't. I released her braid and leaned forward, wrapping my arms around her torso. My hands found her breasts, small and firm, and I squeezed her nipples between my fingers while I pounded into her from behind.

She whimpered. Actually whimpered. The sound sent a surge of heat through me. I pinched harder, rolling the stiff peaks while my hips slammed against her ass. The combination made her whole body shake.

"God, that's-" She couldn't finish the sentence. Her head dropped forward, wet hair hanging down as she braced against the log.

I kept one hand on her breast, teasing her nipple, while the other slid down her stomach to where she'd been touching herself. She was swollen and slick. When my fingers found her clit, she jerked like she'd been shocked.

"Oh fuck. Fuck, Garrett-"

Her body tensed. She came with a sharp cry that echoed through the trees, clenching hard around me. The sensation nearly finished me too. Her walls pulsed and gripped, her whole body shuddering through the orgasm.

"Keep going." She was breathless, still shaking. "Finish it."

I straightened up and grabbed her hair again, wrapping the braid around my fist. My other hand cracked against her ass again, leaving another pink handprint on her skin. She moaned and pushed back into me.

I kept going. Seized her waist and drove into her with each thrust. She dropped her forehead to the log, making sounds that were half moan, half growl. Still chasing more. Her athletic body glistened in the afternoon light, muscles bunching with each impact.

I leaned over her again, reaching around to grab her breasts. Squeezed them roughly while I fucked her, pinching her nipples until she cried out. The position let me feel every tremor that ran through her body.

"Harder," she demanded. "Make me feel it."

I gave her another sharp spank, then gripped her hip hard. The pressure built at the base of my spine. I watched myself disappear into her dripping pussy again and again, the raw visual adding to the sensation. I tried to hold back, to make it last, but she was grinding back against me, demanding everything. Her walls squeezed around me, still twitching from her orgasm.

I yanked her hair one more time, pulling her up so her back pressed against my chest. The new angle was impossibly tight. My hands roamed her body, squeezing her breasts, sliding down to her clit, everywhere at once.

"Do it," she gasped. "Come on. Give it to me."

I buried myself deep and unloaded, shaking as I emptied into her. She clamped down hard, milking every pulse, her body still trembling against mine.

We collapsed together onto the mossy bank beside the log. Both breathing hard. Both covered in sweat and stream water and the scent of sex.

Dani grinned at me, flushed and satisfied.

"Knew you had it in you."

We cleaned up in the stream. Dressed without awkwardness.

Dani had no trace of the complicated emotions I expected. No guilt, no uncertainty, no need to process. She was casual, satisfied, unbothered.

"That was fun," she said, pulling her tank top back on. "We should do it again."

I was still trying to make sense of everything. "What about... the others? Elena?"

Dani shrugged, adjusting her braid. "What about her? I'm not owned. Neither are you."

"But..."

"World's gone to shit, Garrett." She picked up her rifle, checked the chamber by habit. "Jealousy is a luxury for people who aren't busy surviving."

She must have seen my confusion, because she laughed. Low and knowing.

"Elena's got feelings for you too. So does Sage, in her nerdy way. And Mira..." She trailed off, a considering look crossing her features. "Mira needs someone too. She just won't admit it."

"That's..." I struggled for words. "Complicated."

"The world ended." She slung her pack over her shoulder. "The old rules died with it."

I thought about that as we gathered our gear and prepared to move. The deer carcass hung from the carrying pole, ready for the journey back.

Dani caught my expression and smiled. "You're thinking too hard. That's your problem."

"Maybe."

"No maybe about it." She picked up her end of the pole. "Come on. Let's get this meat home before dark."

We hiked back toward Haven as the sun began its descent toward the western hills.

The compound erupted when we returned with fresh meat.

Deer was precious. Protein that couldn't be preserved forever, couldn't be stretched like dried beans and salvaged cans. Fresh game meant meals that would actually taste like something. It meant strength for the work and fighting ahead.

Sage appeared first, practically bouncing with excitement. "You got one! Look at the size of it!" She was already chattering about her garden before we'd even set down the carcass. "I've been working on expanding the pepper beds. If we can get enough protein this winter, I think we could trade vegetables with any other survivors we find. The tomatoes are coming in strong, and I've got ideas for a greenhouse..."

Mira took over the butchering, her military precision turning to the practical work of breaking down the carcass. She shot me a look as she worked that I read as approval.

Elena came out of the infirmary cabin and watched from the doorway. Her dark eyes found mine across the compound. Curiosity flickered in her expression. Awareness. She'd noticed the way Dani moved around me now. The casual familiarity. The knowing glances.

Not jealousy. Recognition.

They built a fire as darkness fell, roasting cuts of venison over the flames. The smell of cooking meat filled the air. Rich and real. Everyone gathered in the glow, eating together, celebrating a successful hunt.

Dani didn't hide what had happened. She winked at me across the fire, a smirk playing at her lips. Let me see if you can read the signs, that look said.

I caught Elena watching us. Her expression was complicated. Thoughtful. I braced for conflict, for the awkwardness of explaining myself.

But when she caught me alone later, her reaction wasn't what I expected.

"Dani?"

I nodded, unable to lie. "Yeah."

Elena was quiet for a moment. Then she smiled. A real smile, warm and knowing.

"Good. She needed that. So did you."

"You're not..."

"Upset? Jealous?" She stepped closer, her hand finding my arm. "No. Things are different now. Dani will be the first to tell you that."

I didn't know what to say. Elena rose on her toes and kissed my cheek, soft and tender.

"I enjoyed what we had yesterday," she whispered. "But I want all of you soon. The way Dani had you." Her fingers traced down my arm. "I'm a patient woman. But not that patient."

Then she was gone, melting back toward the lodge, leaving me standing in the firelight with my mind spinning.

I was asleep before my head hit the pillow.

Exhaustion from the hunt, the sex, the weight of everything that had shifted. My body demanded rest and I gave it without argument. No lying awake analyzing what it all meant. No wrestling with questions that had no answers.

Elena's kiss was still warm on my cheek. Dani's scent was still on my skin. Tomorrow would bring more questions, more complications, more of whatever this new world was becoming.

But tonight, I slept like the dead.


⚜




Chapter 6: Slow burn

⚜

The knock came at dawn.

Not Elena's usual soft tap. This was different. Deliberate. I pulled myself from the heavy sleep of exhaustion and crossed the cabin floor to find her standing in the doorway, morning light catching the curve of her cheek.

She slipped inside without waiting for an invitation.

"Elena?"

She closed the door behind her. The look she gave me was intense, certain, resolved. She was wearing a simple cotton dress, her hair loose around her shoulders. Beautiful and completely sure of what she wanted.

"I told you I was patient." Her voice was low, steady. "But I don't want to wait anymore."

My brain scrambled to catch up. The hunt with Dani. What had happened by the creek. Elena's words last night, her promise of soon.

"I know what happened with Dani," she continued. She stepped closer, close enough that I could catch her scent. Lavender and something warmer beneath it. "I'm not upset. I told you that already."

"Elena..."

"But now I want my turn." She pressed her palm flat over my heart. "I want all of you. The way she had you."

She pushed me backward, gentle but firm. My legs hit the edge of the cot and I sat down. The narrow bed where everything between us had begun. Where she'd changed my bandages. Where she'd first touched me in a way that wasn't just medical.

"Do you remember this bed?" She looked down at me, her expression soft but heated. "You were half-dead when they brought you here. I thought you might not make it through the first night."

"I remember."

"I sat with you for hours. Watched you breathe. Prayed you'd keep breathing." She reached for the hem of her dress. "I didn't know you then. But I knew I wanted you to live."

She pulled the dress over her head in one smooth motion.

I stopped breathing.

Full breasts, heavy and natural, dark nipples already tightening in the morning air. Soft stomach, generous hips, warm brown skin that seemed to glow in the light filtering through the window. She wasn't performing. She was simply offering herself, vulnerable and unashamed.

"Elena." Her name came out rough. "You're gorgeous."

She smiled, those dimples appearing. "Touch me."

I reached for her, and she stepped between my knees. I gripped her waist, slid my hands up her sides, traced the curve of her breasts. Her skin was warm and smooth beneath my calloused palms. She shivered at the contact, a small sound escaping her throat.

"I've been thinking about this," she whispered. "Every night since you got here."

She pushed me back onto the cot and followed me down. The narrow mattress creaked beneath our combined weight. Her body pressed against mine, warm and real. When she kissed me, it was nothing like Dani's aggressive hunger. It was slow. Tender. A question and an answer all at once.

Her hands worked at my pants while her tongue explored my mouth. I helped her, shucking the fabric down and kicking it aside. When she wrapped her fingers around me, I was already hard.

"I want to feel all of you," she murmured against my lips. "Inside me. Now."

She pulled back just enough to position herself at the edge of the cot, her legs parting, her body open and waiting. I sat up, my feet on the floor, and she wrapped her arms around my neck, guiding me into place.

I entered her slowly. Watching her face the entire time.

Her eyes fluttered closed, lips parting on a breath. She was tight, slick, perfect. Her body yielded around me inch by inch. When I was fully inside her, she opened her eyes and held my gaze. Tears gathered at the corners.

"Stay with me." Her voice was barely a whisper. "Right here. Don't rush."

I held still, letting her adjust. Her legs wrapped around my waist, pulling me deeper. Her forehead pressed against mine. I could feel her breath mingling with my own, could see every flicker of emotion that crossed her features.

"You're shaking," I said.

"So are you." She smiled through the tears. "Good."

We found a rhythm. Slow, deep strokes. Face to face. Her hands gripped my jaw, thumbs pressing into the muscle. Nothing frantic about it. She watched me the whole time, checking to make sure I was really there.

She said my name, breath hitching. I felt her tighten around me with every stroke. I kissed the wetness from her cheeks, tasted salt on my lips.

"I haven't..." She paused, her breath catching. "Not like this. Not since before everything fell apart."

I understood what she meant. The intimacy. The tenderness. What I'd had with Dani by the creek was fire and urgency. This was something else entirely. Something I hadn't felt in longer than I could remember.

"Neither have I," I admitted. "Not like this."

She kissed me hard, pulling me closer. Her heavy breasts crushed against my chest, warm and impossibly soft, flattening between our bodies as she pressed herself into me. I could feel her stiff nipples dragging across my skin with every movement, the sensation making me groan into her mouth. Her hips rolled against mine, changing the angle, taking me deeper. The pleasure built slowly, heat spreading through my body.

"Don't stop." Her nails raked down my back. "Please don't stop."

I couldn't have stopped if I'd wanted to. She was everything warm and alive, and I needed her. My hands found her hips, guided our movements, kept the pace steady even as my body demanded more. The friction between us was exquisite, her slick heat gripping me with every slow thrust.

"You feel incredible," I breathed against her ear. "So tight. So perfect."

She moaned, her hips rolling to meet mine. Her heavy breasts swayed with our rhythm, and I couldn't resist cupping one in my palm, feeling its weight, running my thumb across her stiffened nipple. She gasped at the touch, her inner walls fluttering around me.

"More," she whispered. "Touch me more."

I obliged, my other hand sliding between our bodies to find where we were joined. My thumb found her clit, swollen and sensitive, and I circled it gently while maintaining our steady rhythm. Her reaction was immediate-her back arched, pressing her chest harder against my palm, and a long, desperate moan escaped her lips.

"Oh god. Right there. Just like that."

Her climax built gradually. I felt it in the way her breathing changed, growing ragged and shallow. The way her thighs clenched against my sides, muscles trembling with building tension. Her eyes, which had been holding mine so steadily, began to flutter closed, her brow furrowing with concentration.

"Look at me," I said softly. "Stay with me."

Her eyes snapped open, dark and glazed with pleasure. She bit her lower lip, trying to hold back the sounds that wanted to escape. Her walls began to ripple around me, squeezing rhythmically, and I knew she was close.

"Let go," I urged. "I want to feel you come."

She came with a quiet cry, trembling in my arms, her face buried in my neck. She clamped down hard around me, her whole body shuddering as wave after wave of her orgasm washed through her. I felt every contraction, every pulse of her release gripping me like a fist. Her nails dug crescents into my shoulders, and the small pain only heightened every other sensation.

I held still inside her, letting her ride out the pleasure while I kissed her temple, her cheek, the corner of her trembling mouth. Her breath came in ragged gasps against my skin, her body still twitching with aftershocks.

"Keep going." Her voice was raw, wrecked. "I want to feel you. Want to feel you finish inside me."

The words sent a bolt of heat straight through me. I began to move again, faster now, driven by primal need. She was so wet from her orgasm that each thrust made obscene sounds in the quiet room. Her legs tightened around me, heels digging into the small of my back, drawing me deeper with every stroke.

"Yes," she breathed. "Just like that. Use me. Take what you need."

I let go of restraint and moved faster, chasing my own release while she rode out the aftershocks. The angle shifted as she tilted her hips, and suddenly I was hitting a spot that made her gasp again, made her walls clench around me all over again.

"Oh-I might-again-" She sounded surprised, almost delirious.

I ground against her, keeping the angle, keeping the pressure. My thumb found her clit again, rubbing in tight circles while I thrust into her with increasing urgency. The tension wound through my muscles, every nerve firing at once, the pressure building at the base of my spine.

Her second orgasm caught us both off guard. She cried out, louder this time, her body clamping down on me so hard it was almost painful. The sensation pushed me to the edge.

"Together," she whispered through her climax. "Stay with me."

I groaned, the sound tearing from somewhere deep in my chest as I finally let myself go. I spilled into her in long, pulsing waves, my hips jerking with each release as she clamped down and milked everything I had. The pleasure crashed through me like a physical force, blanking my mind, leaving nothing but sensation and her body wrapped around mine.

The release hit hard, shaking us both as we held on, riding out the final tremors together. I collapsed against her, careful not to crush her with my full weight, our bodies still joined, still trembling.

We stayed like that for a long time after. Sprawled on the narrow cot, limbs heavy and intertwined, hearts pounding. She traced lazy patterns on my chest while I stroked her hair.

"I'm glad you found us," she said finally. Her voice was wrecked. "Glad I found you."

I stared at the ceiling, heart still hammering. "Yeah. Me too."

She tilted her face up and kissed me. Gentle now.

"This is just the beginning," she murmured. "It's going to get complicated. You know that, right?"

I thought about Dani. About Sage's eager questions and Mira's guarded pain. About the four women who had saved me and were now letting me into their lives in ways I hadn't imagined.

"I know."

"And you're okay with that?"

I kissed her forehead. "I'm okay with that."

She smiled and nestled closer against my chest. We lay together as the morning light strengthened, neither of us in any hurry to face the day.

By midmorning, the camp had come alive with its usual rhythms.

I found Sage near the garden plots, notebook in hand, studying a complicated diagram she'd sketched. When she saw me approaching, her face lit up.

"There you are! I've been looking for you all morning." She adjusted her glasses and held up the notebook. "I have an idea. A big one."

"Tell me."

"Irrigation." She was shifting her weight from foot to foot, unable to stand still. A strand of strawberry blonde hair had come loose from her bun and she shoved it behind her ear. "Right now we're hand-watering everything. It works, but it's inefficient. We lose half the water to evaporation, and it takes forever."

She led me to the edge of the garden, pointing at the gentle slope of the land. "See how the ground angles away from the spring? We could build a gravity-fed system. Pipes running from the pump house, elevated slightly at the source, feeding into channels between the beds."

I studied the terrain with an engineer's eye. She was right about the slope. A few degrees of elevation change, but enough to create flow without additional power.

"It could work," I said. "Where would you get the pipes?"

"We've got it. Dani and I salvaged PVC from a hardware store last month. It's been sitting in the shed, waiting for someone who actually knows how to put it together." Her hazel eyes gleamed behind her glasses. "But I need help with the engineering. The calculations. Making sure it actually works."

"Show me what you've got."

She dragged me to the garden shed, where she'd spread out her plans across a worktable. The diagrams were surprisingly sophisticated. Flow rates, pipe diameters, distribution channels. She'd done her research.

"I was studying sustainable agriculture before everything collapsed," she explained, tracing one of the flow lines with her finger. "Water management was my specialty. I know the theory. But theory only gets you so far."

"And you want me to help with the practice."

"Please." She looked up at me, bright and hopeful. "You fixed the pump in a day. You reinforced the fence. You know how to make things work."

I thought about the day ahead. The traps that still needed setting. The defenses that needed finishing. But looking at her eager face, I couldn't say no.

"All right. Show me where to start."

We spent the day in the dirt.

Digging channels, laying pipes, building the infrastructure of Sage's vision. It was hard work, harder than I'd expected. The Texas sun beat down as we trenched through the dry soil, running PVC from the pump house to the garden beds.

But Sage made it bearable.

She asked endless questions as we worked. How did pipe fittings seal? Why did water flow faster through narrower channels? What was the optimal angle for gravity feed? Her curiosity was genuine and infectious, and I found myself explaining concepts I hadn't thought about in years.

"You're like a teacher," she said at one point, wiping dirt from her glasses. "The way you explain things. Making complicated stuff make sense."

"I had good professors."

"Well, now you have a good student." She grinned, then looked down at the trench we'd been digging. "Or at least an enthusiastic one."

We took a break in the shade of the pump house, sharing water from a canteen. Sage pulled off her glasses and cleaned them on her tank top, squinting in the bright light.

"I always worry about these," she said, holding the glasses up to check for smudges. "They're irreplaceable. If they break, I'm basically useless."

"We could try to find another pair. Optometrist offices, pharmacies. There might be something close to your prescription."

"Dani and I tried that once. Everything we found was wrong. Made my headaches worse." She slid the glasses back on and blinked at me. "So I guard these with my life."

"Smart."

"Not smart. Necessary." She stretched her legs out in front of her, ankles crossing, close enough that her knee rested against my thigh. "Everything's like that now, isn't it? The things we used to take for granted become precious. Glasses. Medicine. Running water." She gestured at the pipes we'd been laying. "Even irrigation."

By afternoon, we had the main line running from the pump house to the edge of the garden. Water flowed when I opened the valve, clear and strong, running through the PVC and into the first distribution channel.

Sage clapped her hands, practically dancing with excitement. "It works! Look at it!"

"That's just the main line. We still need secondary channels to reach all the beds."

"Tomorrow." She was beaming. "We can finish it tomorrow."

She threw her arms around me in a hug before I could react. The sudden press of her body against mine sent my brain spinning. Soft curves pressing against sweat and grit. She smelled like turned earth and something sweeter underneath. She pulled back quickly, flushing.

"Sorry. I just... I got excited."

"It's fine."

But she held my gaze a beat too long. Her eyes dropped to my chest, then lower, before snapping back up. She blushed but didn't look away.

"Tomorrow, then." She gathered her notebook and tools. "Same time?"

"Le'ts see what the others think."

She headed toward her cabin, glancing back once over her shoulder. Something had evolved between us. The same something that had been building since the first day she'd peppered me with questions about the pump.

I watched her go, my eyes drawn to the sway of her hips, the curve of her ass in those dirt-smudged shorts. She had a body that was easy to overlook when she was buried in her notebooks and diagrams, but in motion like this, it was impossible to ignore. I turned back to the garden to clean up the tools, shaking off the thought. The sun was starting its descent toward the hills, casting long shadows across the compound.

Dinner that evening had a different energy.

We gathered in the lodge as usual, plates loaded with leftover venison and vegetables from Sage's garden. The vibe was different. Heavier. Elena sat right next to me, thigh pressed against mine from hip to knee. She didn't pull away when I reached for the water. When she glanced at me, there was a softness in her expression that hadn't been there before.

Dani noticed. She raised an eyebrow from across the table, that familiar expression she wore so well. No jealousy. Just amusement.

Sage was more animated than usual. She chattered about the irrigation project, about the progress we'd made, about everything we could accomplish tomorrow. She kept glancing at me, then looking away when I noticed. Her hand brushed my arm when she made a point, lingering just a moment too long each time.

And Mira watched it all from the head of the table. Her expression was guarded. But something flickered behind those dark eyes when she looked at me. Something that might have been longing, quickly masked.

"So the irrigation's coming along?" Dani asked, leaning back in her chair. "Sage can finally stop complaining about hand-watering?"

"I don't complain," Sage protested. "I just... observe inefficiencies. Loudly."

Elena laughed. "She's been talking about this irrigation project for weeks. You're lucky she found someone who actually knows how to build things."

"There's still the secondary line to install," I said. "Another day of work, at least."

Sage perked up. "Does that mean you'll help me finish tomorrow?"

"If you want."

"I want." She smiled, bright and hopeful. Then seemed to realize how eager she sounded and blushed again. "I mean, if you have time. I know you're busy with the traps and defenses."

"I can make time."

Under the table, Elena squeezed my hand. Across from me, Dani's smirk deepened.

After dinner, as the group dispersed to evening tasks, Sage approached me near the door.

"Thank you," she said quietly. "For today. For helping."

"You did most of the work."

"But I couldn't have done it without you." She hesitated, then stepped closer. "Can I ask you something?"

"Anything."

"The way things are. With Elena. With Dani." She kept her voice low, glancing around to make sure no one was listening. "Is it... I mean, how does that work?"

The question surprised me. "I don't know if there are any rules anymore. It just... is what it is."

She nodded slowly, processing. Studying me through those guarded glasses.

"Dani says the old rules died with the old world," she said finally. "I'm starting to think she's right."

Then she was gone, heading toward her cabin, leaving me with more questions than answers.

The night air was warm when I stepped onto the lodge porch.

Stars scattered across the Texas sky, more than I'd ever seen back when cities still lit the darkness. The sounds of the compound settling in for night drifted around me. Distant conversations. The creak of cabin doors. Someone playing that guitar again, still not very well.

I wasn't alone for long.

Dani appeared beside me, moving with her usual silent grace. She hopped up onto the porch railing, boots swinging, looking out at the dark tree line.

"Long day," she observed.

"Sage had me digging ditches."

"Saw that." Her lips curved upward. "She looked happy. Happier than usual, I mean."

I didn't know how to respond to that. Dani didn't seem to expect me to.

"You've got that look," she said. "The one where you try to solve an equation that doesn't have an answer."

"It's a lot to process."

"It doesn't have to be." She turned to face me, green eyes catching the starlight. "Elena's glowing, by the way. She's been humming all afternoon. Haven't heard her do that in months."

"I noticed."

"And Sage has been writing about you in her journal." Dani's grin widened. "She thinks nobody knows. But I've seen her scribbling away, blushing at her own words."

The confirmation of what I'd already suspected made something stir in my chest. Anticipation. Uncertainty. Maybe both.

"And Mira?" I asked.

Dani's grin faded. Her expression went serious in a way I'd rarely seen.

"Mira's complicated." She looked out at the dark compound, her jaw tight. "She wants something she won't let herself have. She's been carrying everything alone for so long, she doesn't know how to share the load."

"The attack. Losing Marcus."

"That's part of it. But not all." Dani was quiet for a moment. "She thinks wanting things makes you weak. That needing people is a liability. She watched everyone she cared about die. It broke something in her."

I thought about my own losses. Carrie. Mom. The group that had been killed by raiders. The empty road I'd been walking when Haven found me.

"I understand that."

"I know you do. That's why she's scared of you." Dani turned back to face me. "Not scared like threat. Scared like... you might actually get through. And she doesn't know what to do with that."

We stood in silence for a while. The guitar music had stopped. The compound was settling into sleep.

"Give her time," Dani said finally. "She'll come around. Mira doesn't do anything fast, but when she decides something, she's all in."

She squeezed my shoulder, her grip warm and certain.

"You're good for this place," she said. "Good for us. All of us."

Then she was gone, disappearing into the darkness toward her own cabin.

I stayed on the porch for a while longer. Overhead, the stars were thick and bright. I thought about how Elena had held me that morning. The way Dani grinned after a kill. Sage looking at me over her glasses like I had all the answers. And Mira, watching from the shadows, wanting something she wouldn't let herself have.

Four women who had saved me from the road. Four women letting me into their lives.

The wind picked up slightly, carrying the scent of the gardens and the distant smell of the Texas hills. I thought about the irrigation system we'd started, the way water would flow through those pipes to nourish the crops that would feed us through the coming months. About the traps set along the eastern approach, waiting for enemies who might never come or might arrive tomorrow.

Everything was connected. The defenses. The gardens. The women. Each piece depended on the others.

Somewhere beyond the fences, the Vultures were gathering. Loading weapons. Making plans. The clock was ticking on a fight that none of us might survive.

But for the first time in months, I wasn't plotting an exit strategy.

I had four reasons to stay. And I was going to fight for every one of them.


⚜




Chapter 7: The student

⚜

Day thirteen. The August sun hammered down on Haven like it had a personal grudge.

I found Sage at the garden plots just after breakfast, already elbow-deep in the trenching we'd started the day before. Her strawberry blonde hair was escaping from its bun in sweaty tendrils, her tank top clinging to her back, her shorts riding up as she crouched over a junction point in the PVC line.

"You're early," I said.

She looked up, pushing her glasses back with a dirt-streaked finger. "Couldn't sleep. Too excited." She gestured at the half-finished secondary line. "I kept thinking about the flow calculations. Whether we got the angles right."

"We did."

"I know. But I had to come check anyway." She smiled, warm despite the heat. "That's my problem. I can't stop thinking about things until I see them work."

I grabbed a shovel and joined her in the trench. The work was hard but satisfying. Laying pipe, sealing joints, checking angles. Sage asked questions constantly, her curiosity undiminished by the sweat dripping down her face.

"Why this diameter for the secondary lines?"

"Smaller pipe increases pressure. Better distribution to the individual beds."

"And the junction points? Why T-fittings instead of Y?"

"Cleaner flow. Less turbulence."

She nodded, filing away each answer. Knowledge was survival now.

The morning passed in steady labor. We worked our way across the garden plots, extending the irrigation network bed by bed. The sun climbed higher, turning the air thick and heavy. My shirt was soaked through before noon.

Around midday, Elena brought us water and sandwiches. She lingered for a few minutes, watching us work, her eyes warm when they found mine. She and Sage exchanged a look I couldn't quite interpret before Elena headed back to the infirmary.

"She likes you," Sage said after Elena was gone. Matter of fact. No jealousy in her voice.

"I like her too."

"I know." Sage took a long drink from the canteen. "Everyone knows."

I waited for more, but she just went back to work, adjusting a pipe fitting with careful precision. The afternoon heat pressed down on us as we finished the last section of the secondary line.

By mid-afternoon, everything was in place. The main line running from the pump house. The secondary channels branching to each garden bed. Distribution points ready to deliver water where it was needed.

"Moment of truth," Sage said. She was practically vibrating with anticipation.

I walked to the main valve and opened it. For a moment, nothing happened. Then water surged through the system, gurgling through the pipes, flowing into the distribution channels, spreading across the garden beds in steady streams.

It worked. Perfectly.

Sage let out a whoop that probably carried across the entire compound. She threw her arms around me, pressing her body against mine in a hug that was a little more than friendly. Her breasts flattened against my chest, her hips pressed into mine. She carried the scent of wet soil and sun-warmed skin.

"You did it!" She leaned back slightly, her hazel eyes bright with triumph behind those guarded glasses. "We did it."

She didn't step away. Just stood there, her hands on my chest, her body close enough to feel the heat radiating from her skin.

"Sage..."

"I know." Her voice had dropped. Softer now. "I know about Elena. About Dani." She bit her lip, a habit I'd noticed when she was working through something. "Everyone knows."

"And that doesn't..."

"Bother me?" She shook her head. Strands of strawberry blonde hair clung to her damp forehead. "Dani says jealousy's too expensive these days. I think she's right."

"Sage, you don't have to-"

"I want to." She cut me off, her voice firm despite the tremor beneath it. "I've been thinking about you. Writing about you." Color rose in her cheeks. "Dani told you about my journal, didn't she?"

"She mentioned it."

"Of course she did." Sage laughed, a small nervous sound. "I've been watching you since you got here. The way you fixed the pump. The way you explain things so they make sense. The way you look at the compound, seeing problems and solutions all at once."

Her hands slid up my chest, fingers tracing the lines of muscle beneath my soaked shirt.

"I want you to teach me," she said. Her eyes held mine. Determined. Certain. "Everything."

I cupped her face in my hands. Her skin was warm, flushed from the sun and something else. She leaned into my touch, her eyes fluttering closed.

"Are you sure?"

"I'm sure." She opened her eyes. "I haven't... done this much. Before or after the collapse. I was always in my head. Always studying, researching, thinking." Her voice dropped to barely a whisper. "I want to stop thinking for a while. I want to feel."

I kissed her.

She kissed back immediately, almost too hard, her teeth clicking against mine before she adjusted. Clumsy but eager. She pulled back, laughed nervously, then dove back in with more care. Her tongue found mine, tentative at first, then bolder as she figured out the rhythm. Kissing the way she did everything else: learning fast, adapting faster.

When we broke apart, she was breathing hard.

"My cabin," she said. "It's closer."

Sage's cabin was small but organized. Notes and diagrams covered one wall. Salvaged books were stacked neatly in a corner. Afternoon light filtered through the single window, casting the room in warm gold.

She turned to face me as I closed the door. Her hands trembled slightly as they reached for the hem of her tank top.

"Should I..." She hesitated, suddenly uncertain. "I've read about this. A lot, actually. But reading isn't the same as..."

"We can go slow." I crossed to her, taking her hands in mine. "We can stop whenever you want."

"I don't want to stop." She looked up at me, determination warring with nervousness. "Should I take these off?" She touched the frames of her glasses.

"Leave them on." I brushed a strand of hair from her face. "I want you to see me."

She smiled at that, some of the tension draining from her shoulders. Then she pulled her tank top over her head.

Her breasts spilled free, pale and dotted with freckles like the rest of her, softer than I expected when I cupped them in my palms. No bra. Her nipples were pink, already stiffening in the warm air.

"I know I'm not..." she started.

"You're beautiful." I meant it. She was a landscape of soft curves and sun-kissed freckles, different from Dani's lean muscle or Elena's generous figure. Perfectly, completely herself.

Her shorts came next, kicked aside with her sandals. Simple cotton underwear, plain and practical. She hooked her thumbs in the waistband and hesitated.

"Can you..." She gestured vaguely. "Too?"

I pulled my shirt over my head. Shoved my pants down. Stood before her in nothing, watching her eyes go wide.

"Oh." She stared openly, taking in every detail with undisguised fascination. "That's... you're very..."

"Thank you."

She laughed, the sound genuine, and the last of her nervousness seemed to melt away. She pushed her underwear down and stepped out of them.

She stood before me naked, all soft curves and scattered freckles, a thatch of strawberry blonde between her thighs. The flush spreading down her chest told me she wasn't used to being looked at like this.

"Come here." I took her hand and led her to the narrow bed against the wall.

She sat on the edge, looking up at me with eager anticipation. "What do we do first?"

The question made me smile. So perfectly her.

"First," I said, kneeling in front of her, "I want to taste you."

Her breath hitched. "You mean... with your mouth?"

"Lie back."

She complied, settling against the thin pillow, her legs parted slightly. I positioned myself between her thighs, hands sliding up the soft skin of her inner legs. She trembled at the touch.

"Is this okay?"

"Yes. I just... I've never..." She propped herself up on her elbows to watch, eyes intent. "I want to see. I want to understand what you're doing."

I pressed a kiss to her inner thigh. She gasped. Another kiss, higher up. Her hips shifted, body already responding.

"Tell me what feels good," I said. "Everyone's different."

"Okay." Her voice was barely a whisper. "Okay."

I kissed her center, soft and exploratory. She let out a sound that was half gasp, half moan. I parted her with my tongue, tasting her arousal, and she fell back against the pillow.

"Oh. Oh, that's..."

I worked slowly, learning what made her react. Broad strokes of my tongue across her folds. Gentle suction on her clit. Her hips bucked off the mattress when I found the right spot.

"There," she gasped. Her hands found my hair, gripping tight. "That. Keep doing that."

I repeated the motion. Circling her clit with my tongue, then pressing flat against it. Her thighs clamped around my head.

"I didn't know it could feel like this." Her voice was strained, breathless. "The descriptions never... they didn't..."

I slid a finger inside her, and her words dissolved into a moan. She was tight, wet, clenching around me as I curled my finger upward.

"Yes. More of that."

I added a second finger, stretching her gently while my tongue kept working her clit. She was close. I could feel it in the way her walls fluttered around my fingers, the way her breath came in sharp little gasps.

"Something's happening." Her voice cracked. "I'm going to..."

"Don't fight it."

She came apart on my tongue. Her whole body arched off the bed, a cry escaping her throat as the orgasm crashed through her. I kept licking, kept moving my fingers, drawing out the pleasure until she was shaking and pushing at my head.

"Too much. I can't... I need a moment."

I pulled back, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. She lay there panting, her chest heaving, her glasses askew on her flushed face.

"That was..." She struggled for words. "I've never... not like that."

"That was just the beginning."

Her eyes widened. "There's more?"

I climbed onto the bed beside her, pulling her into my arms. She nestled against my chest, still trembling from the aftershocks.

"As much as you want," I said. "At whatever pace you want."

She was quiet for a moment, her breathing slowly steadying. Then she sat up, determination returning to her flushed face.

"I want to try something." Her hand slid down my stomach to where I was hard and waiting. "I want to... I've always been curious about..."

"Show me."

She shifted on the bed, positioning herself between my thighs the way I'd been between hers. Her hand wrapped around me, grip uncertain at first, then firming as she found her confidence.

"Like this?"

"Whatever feels natural."

She stroked experimentally, watching my face for reactions. "Is this good? Should I go faster?"

"You're doing fine. Trust your instincts."

She leaned closer, her breath warm against my skin. "I want to try with my mouth. I've never actually..." She trailed off, biting her lip. "Will you tell me if I'm doing it wrong?"

"You won't do it wrong."

She lowered her head and pressed her lips to the tip. A tentative kiss. Then her tongue darted out, tasting me, and I gripped the sheets to keep from groaning.

She started careful, methodical. Taking an inch at a time, testing how much she could handle. Her hand worked the base while her mouth explored the tip. Not skilled, exactly, but enthusiastic. Eager to learn.

"Is this okay?" She pulled back to ask, looking up at me with flushed cheeks. "Should I do something different?"

"You're doing great. Just... follow what feels good."

She took me in again, deeper this time. Gagged slightly and pulled back, undeterred. Tried again, slower, and found the sensitive ridge beneath the head. I hissed a breath. She heard it, stayed right there, swirling her tongue until my hips jerked off the mattress. A small sound of triumph escaped her throat.

"Am I talking too much?" she murmured, coming up for air. "I do that when I'm nervous."

"Sage..."

She went back to work with renewed focus. Took me deeper, her tongue swirling, her hand working in tandem. The pleasure built steadily, her improvement obvious with every pass.

"I'm getting close," I warned.

She ignored my warning. Increased her pace instead, taking me as deep as she could, her eyes watering from the effort. I felt the pressure building, the tension coiling.

"Sage, I'm going to-"

She pulled back at the last moment, her hand finishing me with quick strokes. I came, spurting across her chest, shuddering, watching her watch me with fascinated wonder.

"That was..." She looked down at the mess on her breasts, then back at me. A grin spread across her face. "I did that."

I laughed. Couldn't help it. She was so perfectly, wonderfully herself.

"What?" She frowned, but there was a smile tugging at her lips. "Was that weird?"

"It was perfect." I pulled her close and kissed her, tasting myself on her lips. "You're perfect."

She glowed at the praise, then glanced down at her chest. "I should probably clean this up before we continue."

"Continue?"

"Well, yes." She grabbed a cloth from beside the bed and wiped herself off with practical efficiency. "We haven't done the main part yet. That's what I really want to learn."

We took our time getting there.

We took our time with the kissing and the touching, my hands learning every inch of her soft body while she studied each of my reactions with characteristic intensity. By the time I was ready for another round, she was ready too, her body answering questions her mind hadn't even known to ask.

"I want to be on top," she said. "It lets me set the pace. I want to try it that way."

"Whatever you want."

I lay back against the pillows. She straddled my hips, positioning herself above me, her hands braced on my chest for balance. Loose strands of strawberry blonde hair framed her flushed face.

"Okay." She took a deep breath. "Here goes."

She lowered herself slowly, taking me in inch by inch. Her eyes went wide as her body stretched to accommodate me.

"Oh. That's... that's different than I expected." She paused, adjusting to the sensation. "Different good. Very different good."

"Take your time."

She sank lower, taking more of me, until our hips were pressed together. She stayed still for a moment, breathing hard, processing everything she was feeling.

"The angle changes everything," she murmured. "I can feel you pressing against..." She shifted slightly and gasped. "Oh. There it is."

She started to move. Tentative at first, rolling her hips experimentally. Finding what felt good and repeating it. Her hands pressed against my chest for leverage as she established a rhythm.

"Oh god." She was panting now, her breasts bouncing with each movement. "This is... I didn't expect..."

"Find what feels good for you."

She adjusted her angle, leaning forward slightly. The new position made her gasp. She repeated the motion, grinding down against me, chasing the sensation.

"Oh." Her movements became more urgent. "I can feel it building again. Like before, but different. Deeper."

I gripped her hips, guiding her rhythm without taking over. She was learning fast, her body figuring out what her mind had only theorized about. The awkwardness of the first few moments had given way to something more natural, more instinctive.

"I'm going to..." Her breath caught. "I think I'm going to..."

"Let it happen."

She came with a cry of pure surprise, like she couldn't believe what her body was doing. Her back arched, her eyes went wide behind those lenses, her breasts jumping up and down as her body shaked. For a few seconds she couldn't breathe at all. Then she collapsed forward onto my chest, gasping, one hand fumbling to keep her glasses in place.

"That was..." She couldn't finish the sentence. Just lay there, breathing hard, her heart hammering against mine.

I gave her a moment to recover. Then I rolled us over, positioning myself above her. She looked up at me with dazed wonder.

"There's more?"

"If you want."

"Yes. God, yes."

I started slow, letting her adjust to the new position. Face to face, her legs wrapped around my waist, her hands gripping my shoulders. She watched my face as I moved, still learning, still absorbing everything.

"This is different too," she breathed. "More intense. You're so close."

I increased my pace gradually. Her gasps turned to moans. Her nails dug into my back. The questions stopped. Her eyes lost focus behind the lenses, and for the first time since I'd met her, her brain shut off completely.

"More," she breathed. Just that one word, over and over. "More."

I gave her more. Drove into her steadily, finding the angle that made her cry out, hitting that spot deep inside that sent her spiraling. She came again, harder this time, pulling me down into a kiss as she shattered.

I followed her over the edge, burying myself deep, emptying into her while she trembled beneath me. We collapsed in a heap, limbs heavy, neither of us willing to move as the afternoon light shifted across the cabin walls.

"I understand now," she said eventually.

We were still in bed, her head on my chest, her fingers tracing idle patterns on my stomach. The sheets had been kicked to the floor at some point, and neither of us cared enough to retrieve them.

"Understand what?"

"What everyone's so obsessed about." She propped herself up on her elbow to look at me, her expression soft and satisfied. "I always thought sex was overrated. All those books, those movies, making such a big deal. I thought they were exaggerating."

"And now?"

"Now I get it." She grinned. "Like reading about what chocolate tastes like versus actually eating it."

I laughed. She joined in, her whole face lighting up.

"You're a fast learner," I said.

"I'm a good student when I have a good teacher." Her expression softened. "You teach me things. Real things. Not just the sex." She traced a pattern on my chest. "The engineering. The way you think. How to make things work."

"You don't have to thank me."

"Yes, I do." She settled back against my chest. "I felt useless when everything collapsed. All that knowledge, all those theories, and I couldn't hunt or fight or fix anything."

"You survived."

"Barely." Her voice was quiet. "But I can learn. I can adapt. That's what I'm good at."

"You built a water system today that'll keep us fed all winter. Doesn't feel useless to me."

She tilted her face up and kissed me, soft and sweet. Then glanced at the window, where the light had shifted to late afternoon gold.

"We should probably rejoin the others. Before they start to wonder."

"Probably."

Neither of us moved.

The mood in the lodge that night was lighter than usual.

I walked in with Sage beside me, both of us freshly washed and changed but still carrying the flush of the afternoon. She kept touching her lips, a small private smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

Elena noticed immediately. Her dark eyes found mine across the room, and she nodded slightly. Approval.

Dani was less subtle. She let out a low whistle when we sat down at the table.

"Well, well." Her grin was sharp and amused. "Someone had a productive afternoon."

Sage blushed furiously. "We finished the irrigation system."

"I'm sure you did."

Elena reached across the table and squeezed Sage's hand. "Good for you, honey."

Sage glanced at me, then back at Elena. "I didn't mean to..."

"There's nothing to apologize for." Elena's voice was warm, certain. "We talked about this."

Sage relaxed visibly. The tension I hadn't realized she was carrying melted away.

The conversation turned to practical matters. The irrigation system. The raider threat. The defenses that still needed finishing. But underneath the words, something had shifted.

Sage kept finding excuses to touch my arm. Elena caught my eye and smiled like a conspirator. Dani was unusually quiet, focused on her food, though when she finally looked up, she gave me a brief nod of approval. At the head of the table, Mira stared at her plate, jaw tight, radiating something between exhaustion and longing.

After dinner, as everyone dispersed to evening tasks, Elena pulled me aside.

"Sage looks happy," she said quietly. "Happier than I've seen her since she got here."

"She's incredible. Curious about everything."

Elena laughed softly. "I can imagine." She squeezed my arm. "Three of us now. Only Mira left."

"She's not ready."

"No." Elena's eyes drifted to where Mira was walking toward the perimeter fence, alone as always. "But she wants to be. The way she watches you when she thinks no one's looking."

"She's carrying too much."

"She is. But she can't carry it forever." Elena turned back to me. "Give her time. She'll come around."

Night fell over Haven, quiet and warm.

I walked the perimeter as the stars emerged, checking the noise traps, looking for signs of disturbance. Everything was in place. Everything was ready. The Vultures were still out there, somewhere in the darkness, but for tonight at least, we were safe.

I stopped at the northeast watchtower and climbed up to look out at the dark hills. The Texas night spread out before me, endless and wild. Somewhere out there, my old life had ended. My family. My friends. Everything I'd known.

But here, inside these fences, something new had begun.

Three women who had let me in. Elena's tenderness. Dani's fire. Sage's eager curiosity. Each so different, each finding what they needed, each giving something back.

And Mira. Still on the outside. Still carrying everything alone. Still watching from the shadows with that complicated longing in her eyes.

I wanted to help her. Wanted to be there for her the way I was for the others. But she had to choose to let me in. Had to decide that needing someone wasn't weakness.

The wind shifted, carrying the scent of Sage's garden and the distant smell of rain. A storm was coming. Maybe tonight. Maybe tomorrow.

I climbed down from the watchtower and headed back toward my cabin. Tomorrow would bring more work. More preparation. More waiting for the attack we all knew was coming.

I fell asleep thinking about the walls we'd built and the ones still standing. The irrigation system running water to Sage's garden. The fences holding back whatever was coming. And somewhere across the compound, Mira standing guard alone, refusing to let anyone share the weight.

She'd come around. Or she wouldn't. Either way, I'd be here when she was ready.


⚜




Chapter 8: Storm clouds

⚜

Dani's voice cut through the pre-dawn darkness.

"Wake up. We've got a problem."

I was out of bed and dressed in seconds, grabbing my bow and quiver on the way out the door. The compound was quiet, not yet stirring, but Dani's expression told me everything I needed to know.

"What is it?"

"I was on night patrol. Spotted movement near the eastern perimeter, maybe half a mile out. They pulled back before I could get a clear count." She jerked her head toward the gate. "I need to track them. See where they went."

Mira appeared from the lodge, rifle at the ready, her spine snapping straight as she assessed the situation. The exhaustion vanished from her face, replaced by sharp focus.

"Report."

"Scouts," Dani said. "At least three, maybe more. They were probing our eastern approach, then pulled back toward their main camp. I want to follow their trail, see what we're dealing with."

Mira considered for a moment. "Take Garrett. Stay low, stay quiet. I want eyes on their position. Two hours max."

Dani nodded once and headed for the gate. I followed, bow ready, every sense straining against the darkness.

We moved fast through the brush, Dani leading with that silent efficiency I'd come to recognize. The sky was just starting to lighten in the east, turning the world from black to gray. Every shadow could be an enemy. Every rustling branch could be a rifle being raised.

My scar pulled with each stride, healed but not forgotten. The wound that had nearly killed me was two weeks old now, but my body remembered what bullets and blades could do.

The trail was easy to follow. Scuff marks on rocks. Crushed wildflowers where heavy boots had trampled through. The faint smell of stale tobacco clinging to the brush. Dani read the signs like words on a page, moving with predatory instinct.

The sun climbed higher as we pushed deeper into the backcountry. After nearly two hours of hard hiking, Dani held up a fist. Stop.

I froze beside her, scanning the terrain ahead. Through a gap in the trees, I could see the clearing where we'd found signs of the raider camp during our earlier scout run. The fire pit. The tire tracks.

It was different now.

Four trucks, parked in a rough circle. Men moving between them, loading gear, checking weapons. Rifle silhouettes against the lightening sky. And in the center of it all, a large tent that hadn't been there before.

"They've moved up." Dani breathed the words. "The whole main force. This isn't a forward camp anymore."

I counted quickly. Eight men visible. Maybe more in the trucks or tent. We'd estimated twenty to twenty-five in the main group during our earlier scout run. Now they were all here, consolidated, ready to move.

"We need to go. Now."

We pulled back the way we'd come, moving as fast as we dared without making noise. The return trip took another hour, the sun climbing higher with every step. By the time we reached Haven's gate, the sky had shifted from gray to pale gold. The compound was awake, everyone gathered in the central clearing, waiting for news.

Mira met us at the gate. One look at Dani's face told her everything.

"Inside."

The lodge felt smaller with all five of us crowded around the main table. Maps spread across the surface, marks indicating patrol routes and defensive positions. Morning light streamed through the windows, incongruously cheerful.

"The main force has moved up to the forward camp." Dani's jaw was tight. "All of them. Twenty, maybe twenty-five, just like we estimated. Trucks, weapons, organization. They're not scouting anymore. They're staging."

Sage's face had gone pale. Elena reached over and took her hand.

"How long?" Mira asked.

"They're still gathering. But they're not here to scout." Dani traced a line on the map. "Two days. Maybe three. Maybe less if they decide to hit us at night."

Nobody spoke. The math was simple. Five against twenty-five. Maybe thirty.

"Options." Mira didn't phrase it as a question.

"Three." I leaned over the map. "Option one: we run. Pack what we can carry, abandon Haven, try to find somewhere else."

"We'd lose everything we've built." Sage's voice was small but steady. "The gardens. The water system."

"We'd also lose our defensive advantage," Dani added. "On the road, we're exposed. They have vehicles. We don't."

I nodded. "Option two: we hide. Go to ground. Let them take what they want and hope they don't find us."

Mira didn't blink. "Raiders don't leave survivors. Not women. We'd be currency to them."

Nobody argued. We all knew.

"Option three," I continued. "We fight. Use the defenses we've built, the traps, our knowledge of the terrain."

"We're outnumbered five to one," Dani said. "At least."

"Which makes fighting a losing proposition." Mira straightened, her gaze sweeping across each of us. "But so is running. So is hiding."

"Then we choose the least bad option." Elena kept her voice even. "The one that gives us the best chance."

I watched Mira's face. Saw the calculations behind her eyes. The commander who'd been making impossible choices for months, alone. Her jaw was set hard enough to crack a tooth.

"We run, we die on the road," she said finally. "We hide, they find us. We stay, we fight, we have a chance." She met each of our eyes in turn. "This is our home. We're not giving it up."

Sage, pale but determined. Elena, steady as always. Dani, already calculating angles. And me, the newcomer who had somehow become part of this.

"We have two days," Mira said. "Maybe three. Let's make them count."

She stood, and the meeting was over. But no one left immediately. We sat in the lodge as the morning light strengthened, each of us processing what was coming. Sage stared at her notes without seeing them. Dani's fingers drummed against her thigh, already itching for action. Elena sat very still, her nurse's calm masking whatever she was feeling inside.

And Mira stood at the window, looking out at the compound we'd built. The place we were about to defend or die trying to protect.

The compound transformed.

Every hand turned to the work of preparation. The defenses I'd built over the past days became the foundation for something larger. A fortress taking shape within the fences we'd already reinforced.

I took charge of the trap construction. We dug more stake pits along the eastern approach, concealing them with branches and dead leaves. Each pit was deep enough to injure, lined with sharpened stakes that would slow any advance.

"How many of these do we need?" Sage asked, shoving damp hair from her eyes as she helped haul away dirt. Her tank top was dark with sweat, clinging to her curves as she wrestled with a bucket that looked too heavy for her frame.

"As many as we can build." I checked the angle of the concealed cover. "They won't stop an assault, but they'll make the raiders cautious. Slow them down. Give us time to pick them off."

We strung tripwires connected to noise makers along every approach that wasn't already covered. More tin cans filled with pebbles. Scrap metal that would clatter and scream if someone stumbled through in the dark. Everything we had in the salvage stores.

The gates became choke points. We narrowed the main entrance with barricades of stacked logs and overturned carts, creating a kill zone where anyone coming through would be exposed to fire from multiple angles.

"Fire lanes." Dani showed Sage where to position the barriers. "Clear sightlines. They bunch up trying to get through the gap, we thin them out before they can spread."

She worked on the sniper positions herself, moving with that prowling rhythm that made her impossible to ignore. Dust coated her tanned skin, highlighting the lean muscles of her arms as she pointed out firing lines.

"Here." She indicated a spot on the lodge roof. "Clear view of the main gate and the eastern fence. Anyone coming through gets greeted with lead."

"And if they flank?"

"Secondary position in the watchtower. Covers the north approach." She adjusted her rifle's scope. "They'll have to split up to hit us from multiple angles. That spreads them thin."

Elena organized the infirmary for casualties. I caught glimpses of her through the lodge window, sorting supplies with clinical precision, her dark hair pulled back, her expression focused. Medical supplies sorted by type and urgency. Bandages pre-cut. Suture kits laid out. A triage area near the back of the lodge, protected from direct fire.

"I'm hoping we won't need any of this," she said when I stopped by. "But hope isn't a strategy."

I checked the propane tanks behind the kitchen on my way past. They were still there, still full, exactly where I'd noted them during our first planning meeting. If the raiders bunched up at the breach point, those tanks could change the math in our favor. Volatile. Dangerous. But better than being outnumbered five to one.

Sage handled logistics. Ammunition counted and distributed to the defensive positions. Water and food staged for a siege. Emergency packs prepared in case we needed to run, hidden in spots we could reach under fire.

"Fallback supplies," she explained, showing me one of the caches. "If the main positions fall, we can grab these on the way out."

Her glasses were smeared with dirt. She caught me looking and pulled them off, wiping the lenses on her shirt with quick, nervous motions. The same compulsive habit I'd noticed from the start. When she slid them back on and looked up at me, there was fear in her expression, but determination too. The bright curiosity I'd first seen in her hadn't vanished. It had just sharpened into something harder.

And Mira was everywhere. Checking every position, adjusting every plan, coordinating with drilled discipline. She moved through the compound like a force of nature, tireless and focused. I found myself watching her when she thought no one was looking. The tension in her shoulders. The lines around her mouth that hadn't been there when I first arrived. She was holding it together, but I could see the hairline fractures starting to show.

Late afternoon found me back at the northeast fence section. The repairs I'd done earlier in the week had settled in the soft soil, and we'd identified new weak points during the morning assessment that needed reinforcement before dark. The afternoon heat was relentless, baking moisture from the earth until the ground cracked. Sweat stung my eyes as I drove posts deeper into the resistant soil.

Mira appeared beside me with a load of wire and a pair of pliers. She didn't say anything at first. Just started working on the parallel section, her movements efficient and practiced.

We labored in silence for a while. The only sounds were the thump of the post driver, the ping of wire being stretched, distant voices from elsewhere in the compound.

"You've done good work." Not looking at me. Focused on the wire.

"We all have."

"Don't deflect." She clipped the wire and moved to the next section. "The traps, the fortifications, the fire lanes. You designed most of it. Organized the construction."

"I just did what needed doing."

She paused, pliers in hand, and turned to face me. Her dark eyes were tired but intense.

"That's exactly my point." She set down the pliers, straightening. "You see what needs doing and you do it. Without being asked."

"Is that a problem?"

"No." She held my gaze. "It's a relief."

Her grip slipped on the pliers. Metal clinked against wire. She didn't look at me. Just stared at her own hands, taking a breath that hitched in her chest. For a second, the commander vanished. Just a woman, tired and scared, standing in the dust.

"You don't have to shoulder this alone," I said. "Whatever happens tomorrow. You've got people who want to help."

"Yes I do." The words came out rough. "That's the job."

"It doesn't have to be."

She stopped working. Stood there with the pliers hanging from her hand, staring at the fence like it held answers she couldn't find.

"The last time I let someone share the burden," she said slowly, "he died."

She didn't need to say his name. I remembered the story from that night in the watchtower. Marcus. Her partner. The man who went down covering their retreat when the raiders hit three weeks after they found this place.

"I know," I said. "You told me."

She looked surprised that I remembered. Then something in her expression shifted. Softened.

"And you're still here," she said. "Still offering to stand beside me."

"That's the point. You don't have to push people away to protect them."

"But I lost them anyway." Her voice cracked. "Pushed everyone away, and I still lost them."

We stood there in the fading afternoon light. The half-finished fence between us and the compound we were fighting to protect. Her jaw worked. She stared at the fence like she hated it, knuckles white on the pliers. Holding on by a thread.

"You can't stop caring about people by pushing them away," I said. "It just makes the caring hurt more."

"Maybe." She picked up the pliers but didn't start working. "What about you? What do you want out of all this?"

The question caught me off guard. "What do you mean?"

"You showed up bleeding out on our doorstep. Now you're building fortifications, fighting for people you barely know." She turned to face me fully. "Why?"

I thought about the road I'd been walking when the raiders found me. The darkness I'd been carrying before Dani and Mira dragged me through Haven's gates.

"I want to help," I said. "I want to be part of something. Part of protecting what matters."

"And what matters to you?"

"This place. These people." I held her gaze. "You."

Raw vulnerability flickered across her face before she could mask it. Her grip tightened on the pliers. She looked away.

"We'll see what happens," she said. "After."

Not a promise. Not a rejection. A door left open.

She turned back to the fence. I did the same. We didn't speak for the rest of the afternoon, but the silence had changed. Lighter somehow. Less guarded.

When the sun started sinking toward the hills, we'd finished the section together. She gathered her tools and headed toward the lodge. At the corner of the building, she paused.

"Garrett."

I looked up.

"Thank you."

Then she was gone.

I watched her cross the compound, her spine still rigid despite the exhaustion I could see in her shoulders. She stopped to check one of Dani's firing positions, exchanged a few words with Sage near the ammunition cache, then disappeared into the lodge. Always working. Never resting.

But something had shifted. A crack in the wall she'd built around herself. Small, but real.

The evening meal was quiet. Tense.

We gathered in the lodge as the last light faded. Plates of preserved meat and vegetables from Sage's garden sat mostly untouched while we reviewed plans and contingencies.

"Main positions." Mira pointed to marks on the map. "Dani on the lodge roof. Garrett at the watchtower. I'll be mobile, filling gaps."

"What about us?" Elena asked.

"Infirmary station inside the lodge. Sage handles ammunition resupply and any fires." Mira looked at each of them. "If the outer positions fall, everyone falls back to the lodge. We hold there as long as we can."

"And if the lodge falls?" Sage's hands trembled under the table, but her voice stayed steady.

"Then we scatter. Into the woods, moving north." Mira traced a route on the map. "There's an old water tower about three miles that direction. We regroup there."

"If we can make it that far," Dani said.

"We'll make it." Mira left no room for doubt. "We fight until we can't fight anymore. Then we run until we find somewhere safe."

Final instructions. The kind you gave when you weren't sure there would be another chance.

"Everyone get rest tonight," Mira continued. "Rotating watch. We need to be sharp when they come."

The meeting broke up slowly. Sage and Elena headed for their cabins, walking close together. Dani lingered by the weapons rack, checking her rifle for the dozenth time.

I found myself on the lodge porch, looking out at the compound we'd worked so hard to fortify. The fences. The traps. Everything we could do had been done.

Sage appeared first, settling onto the porch steps beside me. Her knee pressed against mine, seeking comfort. Her glasses caught the last light of sunset.

"I'm scared," she admitted quietly. "I know I shouldn't say that."

"Being scared just means you understand the situation."

"That doesn't make it better."

Elena joined us, sitting on my other side. She didn't say anything. Just took my hand, her grip warm and steady.

Dani came out next, leaning against the porch railing with her rifle across her chest. Even now, she looked ready for a fight.

And finally, Mira. She stood apart from the rest of us, as always, but not as far as usual. Her eyes swept the darkening compound, checking positions, calculating odds.

"Tomorrow could be the end," Elena said softly. "Of all this."

"Or the beginning," Sage added. "Of something new."

Dani grinned despite the tension. "Either way, we go down fighting."

The four of them looked at me. The newcomer. The stranger who had stumbled into their lives broken and somehow become part of their world.

Mira spoke last.

"We won't go down." She straightened, her bearing that of a soldier preparing for battle. "We're stronger than they know."

She caught my eye and held. A silent accord passed between us. Understanding. A promise not yet spoken.

"All of us," she said.

The night closed in around us. Somewhere in the distance, a coyote howled. The sound echoed across the dark hills. Fitting. We sat there on that porch, the five of us, watching the stars emerge. The wind rustled through the gardens, carrying the scent of turned earth and coming rain. Nobody moved to go inside.

Eventually, Sage yawned. Elena squeezed my hand one more time before letting go. Dani pushed off the railing and headed for her cabin, rifle still clutched to her chest. And Mira, after one last long look at the perimeter, followed the others inside.

I stayed on the porch a while longer, listening to the sounds of Haven settling into its last peaceful night.

The watch rotation started at midnight.

I took the first shift, climbing the watchtower ladder as the compound settled into uneasy sleep. The Texas night stretched before me, vast and dark, the hills just shapes against a darker sky.

Somewhere out there, the raiders were preparing. Checking weapons. Planning their assault. Counting on numbers to crush whatever resistance we could muster.

They didn't know about the traps. The fire lanes. The women who had survived everything the world had thrown at them and were ready to survive this too.

I touched the scar on my side. Mostly healed now, just a ridge of tissue under my fingers. Just a couple weeks ago, I'd been dying on a road, ready to give up. Then Haven found me. Or I found Haven. And suddenly there were reasons to keep going.

Elena, with her gentle hands. Dani, fierce and wild. Sage, bright and curious. And Mira, slowly learning she didn't have to stand alone.

I gripped the railing and stared at the darkness.

Dawn would come. The raiders would come with it, or the day after, or the one after that. When they did, we'd be ready. We'd fight for everything we'd built, everyone we'd become to each other.

I wasn't going to lose them. Not this time.

The night dragged. Silent. Heavy. My legs burned from standing, but I didn't move. Didn't sit.

When gray light finally bled into the eastern sky, I was still there. Still standing guard. Ready.


⚜




Chapter 9: The battle

⚜

Iheard them before I saw them.

The rumble of engines drifted up from the access road, faint at first, then growing louder. I'd been standing watch in the tower since midnight, legs aching, eyes burning from hours of staring into darkness. Gray light was just beginning to touch the eastern sky when the sound reached me.

They'd come at dawn. Just like Mira had predicted.

I grabbed the alarm bell rope and pulled hard. The clanging shattered the pre-dawn silence, echoing across the compound. Below, Haven erupted into controlled chaos. Cabin doors flew open. Dani burst out already shouldering her rifle, sprinting for the lodge roof. Elena ran toward the infirmary station with her medical bag. Sage rushed from her door and headed for the ammunition cache, her glasses catching the first rays of light.

And Mira. She stepped out of the lodge with her rifle raised, her expression carved from stone.

From my position in the watchtower, I had a clear view of the access road. Six vehicles in a ragged convoy kicked up dust as they approached. Pickup trucks and SUVs, all of them loaded with armed men. I counted quickly and felt my stomach drop. At least twenty-five raiders, maybe more crouched in the truck beds below the railings.

The Vultures had come in force.

They stopped just outside rifle range, spreading out in a rough semicircle. Doors slammed. Men stepped out with weapons raised, taking positions behind their vehicles with drilled discipline.

Their leader stepped down from the lead truck.

I'd heard Dani's descriptions, but seeing him in person was different. A big man, heavyset, with a scar that ran from his forehead to his chin, splitting his face into uneven halves. He carried a shotgun across his chest like a statement. When he spoke, his voice boomed across the clearing.

"Listen up in there! I know you can hear me!"

We waited in tense silence.

"Surrender everything! The supplies, the weapons, the women!" He grinned, showing broken teeth. "Make this easy and maybe some of you live!"

The words hung in the morning air. My grip tightened on my bow. Below, I saw Sage freeze at the ammunition cache, her face pale. Elena had stopped at the infirmary door, one hand pressed to her mouth.

Mira didn't hesitate.

She stepped forward, rifle steady, and her voice rang out across the compound with the same authority I'd heard in every war story she'd ever told.

"You want this place?" She raised the rifle to her shoulder. "Come and take it."

The leader laughed and started to respond.

Mira's shot dropped the man beside him.

The second-in-command spun and fell, a dark hole punched through his chest. He hit the ground before anyone could react. For a heartbeat, the raiders just stared, stunned by the sudden violence.

Then the assault began.

The first wave came at the main gate.

Ten men rushed forward in a loose formation, firing as they ran, bullets snapping against the fence and the barricades we'd built. They moved with confidence, thinking they could overwhelm us with numbers and aggression.

They hit the first trap thirty yards from the gate.

The screams were immediate. Two raiders vanished into the concealed pit, wooden stakes punching through boots and flesh. Their momentum carried a third man halfway in before he caught himself, scrambling back with terror on his face.

The others hesitated, and that hesitation killed them.

From the lodge roof, Dani's rifle barked. A raider's head snapped back, and he went down hard. She worked the bolt and fired again before the body hit the ground.

I drew and released. My arrow took a flanker mid-stride, the shaft burying itself in his throat. He stumbled and fell. Another draw, another release, and a man trying to circle toward the fence pitched sideways with carbon fiber through his chest.

The tripwires did their job. Tin cans and scrap metal screamed warnings as raiders stumbled through them, giving away positions, drawing fire. The noise makers turned their confidence into confusion.

The first wave broke apart within minutes. The survivors scrambled back toward their vehicles, dragging wounded with them, leaving dead in the dust.

My hands were steady as I reached for another arrow. The fear I'd expected wasn't there, just cold focus and the next target.

"Hold positions!" Mira's command rang out over the fading gunfire. "They'll regroup!"

The second assault came from the northeast.

They'd found the weak point in our perimeter. The section where the soil was softest, where we'd had to reinforce twice. Smart. Someone had been scouting more carefully than we'd realized.

I spotted them first from the watchtower. Eight raiders moved through the brush in something like formation, carrying wire cutters and a makeshift battering ram.

"Northeast!" I shouted. "They're going for the fence!"

Mira was already moving, sprinting across the compound with her rifle up. Dani pivoted on the roof, adjusting her angle, but the lodge blocked her shot.

The raiders hit the fence before we could stop them.

Wire cutters snapped through the reinforced sections. The battering ram crashed against the weakened posts. Wood splintered. The fence sagged, then gave way entirely, leaving a gap just wide enough for men to pour through.

I grabbed my bow and dropped down the ladder.

Close quarters now. No time for careful aim. The first raider through the gap never saw me coming. I loosed an arrow into his back before he could turn, and he fell face-first into the dirt.

The second one was faster. He swung a machete at my head, and I ducked under it, drawing another arrow and driving it into his gut before he could swing again. He screamed and folded over the shaft.

Something burned across my shoulder. I stumbled, looked down, saw blood soaking through my shirt. Bullet graze, close enough that I could smell the singed fabric.

No time to stop. A third raider was charging toward the lodge, toward Elena's position.

I nocked and drew despite the fire in my shoulder, and released. The shaft slammed into his back. He pitched forward and didn't move.

From somewhere across the compound, I heard Sage scream.

I found her near the garden plots.

Three raiders had flanked through the irrigation channels, using the trenches we'd dug for cover. Sage was backed against the pump house, an ammunition crate held in front of her like a shield, her glasses crooked on her pale face.

The lead man reached for her and never got there.

My arrow pierced his neck. He fell choking, hands grasping at the shaft. The other two spun toward me, rifles raising.

Dani landed behind them, having slid down the trellis from the roof.

She tackled the nearest raider off his feet, driving him into the ground with her full weight. Her hands found his head caught at an awkward angle, she twisted, and I heard the sharp snap of his neck breaking. He went limp beneath her.

The third raider had his rifle up, aiming at Dani's back. I drew and fired in one motion, the arrow flying before I consciously aimed. It took him square in the ribs, and he folded before he could pull the trigger.

Dani rolled off the dead man and came up grinning, blood smeared across her cheek.

"Nice shot."

"You too."

Sage was shaking, but she was unhurt. I grabbed her arm.

"Get inside. Stay with Elena."

She nodded, unable to speak, and ran for the lodge.

The fighting had scattered across the compound.

Raiders pushed through the breach in the northeast fence, spreading out among the buildings. Gunfire echoed from every direction. I lost track of the others, focused only on the next threat, the next arrow, the next enemy between me and survival.

My quiver was running low. Twelve precious arrows when the fight started. I counted by touch. Five left now.

A raider rounded the corner of Sage's cabin. I loosed before he could raise his weapon, and the shaft took him through the chest. He slammed against the wall and slid down.

Another rushed me from behind. I spun and buried an arrow in his chest at arm's length, felt the impact shudder up my arms. I yanked it free as I passed, wiping blood and gore on my pants. Arrows were too precious to leave behind.

Four arrows left, counting the one I'd retrieved.

Mira's voice pierced the din of battle. "They're pushing the center! Fall back to the lodge!"

I ran. Dani was already scrambling up the trellis on the lodge's east side, hauling herself back onto the roof to reclaim her sniper position. Good. We'd need her accuracy for what came next.

The compound had become a war zone. Bodies littered the ground, all of them raiders, but there were too many coming through the breach. For every one we dropped, two more seemed to take his place. They'd brought everything they had. This wasn't a raid anymore. This was extermination.

We were holding, but barely. And barely wasn't going to be enough.

Then I remembered the propane tanks.

Mira was behind the main barricade, rifle thundering, holding the center like a stone in a river of violence. Raiders pushed toward her from three directions, and she answered each approach with precise, lethal fire.

I slid in beside her, one hand on my remaining arrows.

"The propane tanks," I said. "Behind the kitchen."

She didn't stop firing. "What about them?"

"They're right near the main breach point. If we can get the raiders to bunch up there, draw them in, and ignite the tanks..."

Her eyes widened slightly with understanding.

"That could take out half of them."

"More, if we position it right."

She popped up, fired twice, dropped back down. "How do we get them to bunch up?"

"A feigned retreat. Make it look like we're falling back, draw them toward the breach. They'll think they're winning."

Mira was quiet for a second, calculating. Then she nodded.

"Do it. I'll cover you."

I broke from the barricade and sprinted toward the kitchen. The propane tanks were exactly where I'd noted them, two large cylinders connected to the outdoor grill we'd never used. Portable. Moveable.

But I didn't need to move them far.

I wrestled one tank to the edge of the breach, positioning it where the raiders were funneling through. My side twinged, the old wound protesting the strain, but I ignored it. The other tank I angled toward a cluster of debris that would catch the shrapnel. My hands shook as I rigged a crude trigger with wire and a loose board, fingers slick with sweat and blood. No time for careful engineering. Just a prayer and some basic physics.

Mira took position behind an overturned cart, rifle up. "This better work."

"Trust me."

"Famous last words." But she wasn't smiling.

"Cover me while I draw them in."

She nodded once and waited.

I stepped into the open.

"Hey!" I shouted toward the breach. "Looking for someone?"

Raiders turned. Saw me standing there, bow in hand, practically inviting them to shoot. Exactly what they'd been waiting for.

They came.

I ran. Not toward the lodge, not toward safety, but parallel to the breach point, leading them past the propane tanks. Three raiders. Five. Seven. They poured through the gap, chasing what looked like easy prey, bunching up exactly where I needed them.

When the first one passed the tanks, I dove behind Mira's position.

"NOW!"

Dani's shot came from the lodge roof. One precise report, aimed at the propane tank's valve.

The blast lifted me off the ground.

A white-hot shockwave hammered against my chest, sucking the oxygen right out of the air. I didn't see the hit, just felt the concussive force slam into me even behind cover. Heat rolled over us like a wave, and the ground shook hard enough to rattle my teeth. Debris rained down, chunks of metal and splintered wood clattering against the cart we'd hidden behind.

When I looked up, the breach point was gone.

Where seven raiders had been standing, there was only smoke and ruin. Bodies scattered like broken dolls. The force of the blast had thrown men thirty feet, crumpled the fence section even further, turned the careful assault into utter devastation.

The remaining raiders froze, staring at the smoking crater where their friends had stood seconds before.

I could see the calculation on their faces. They'd come expecting easy prey, five survivors in a fortified camp. They'd lost half their force in minutes. The traps. The precise shooting. And now this.

Their leader screamed an order, gesturing wildly toward the lodge. But a skinny man in a denim vest threw down his rifle and bolted. That broke the spell. Panic spread like wildfire, and one by one, the others followed.

"They're breaking!" Dani's shout from the roof. "They're running!"

Engines roared to life. Trucks peeled out, spraying gravel, carrying the survivors away from Haven as fast as their wheels could take them. The scarred leader was the last to go, dragged into a truck bed by his remaining men, still screaming orders no one was following.

Then they were gone.

The engines faded into the distance, swallowed by the Texas hills. Morning light filtered through the smoke, casting long shadows across the devastation.

We'd won.

The smoke was still clearing when Dani climbed down from the roof.

She wiped blood from her cheek with a grin that was all teeth, adrenaline still singing through her veins.

"That's what I'm talking about." She slapped my good shoulder. "Hell of an explosion."

"You made the shot."

"Damn right I did."

Elena was already moving past her, medical bag in hand, scanning for wounded. When she saw my shoulder, her expression shifted from relief to professional concern.

"You're hit."

"Graze. Superficial."

"Let me be the judge of that." She pulled me toward the infirmary, but I resisted.

"In a minute. I need to find-"

Sage stumbled out from behind the pump house, her hands empty now, her glasses cracked. She was shaking so hard she could barely walk, but she was whole. She threw her arms around me, trembling.

"You're okay," she whispered. "You're okay."

"We all are."

And then Mira.

She stood in the center of the compound, rifle lowered, staring at the destruction around us. Bodies on the ground. Smoke rising from the blast site. The fence breached, the barricades shattered, the gardens trampled.

But Haven had held. We had held.

Slowly, something broke open in her expression. The iron control she'd held for so long, the walls she'd built to keep everyone out, cracked and crumbled. Her eyes glistened.

I crossed to her and stopped, waiting.

"We did it," she said. Her voice was rough. "We actually did it."

"Yeah. We did."

She looked at me then. Really looked, without the calculation, without the commander's assessment. Just a woman who'd expected to die and found herself still breathing.

Around us, the others gathered. Dani, still grinning. Elena with her medical bag. Sage, holding her cracked glasses in trembling hands.

All of us bloodied, exhausted, alive.

Five against an army. And the army had run.

The cleanup took hours.

We dragged bodies to the tree line for burning. I recovered my arrows where I could find them-some snapped, some salvageable, a few buried so deep in flesh I had to use my boot for leverage. Checked the perimeter for stragglers. Inventoried what we'd lost and what we'd saved. The breach in the northeast fence was catastrophic, but the main structures were intact. The lodge. The cabins. Sage's gardens, mostly trampled but recoverable.

Haven was damaged. But Haven was standing.

By late afternoon, we'd done what we could. The dead raiders were ash and memory. The fence gap was covered with temporary barricades, enough to hold until we could rebuild properly.

We gathered for a meal no one had the energy to cook properly. Cold venison and vegetables from Sage's surviving plots. Water that tasted like victory.

Nobody talked much. We were too tired for celebration. Too raw from what we'd survived.

Mira stood after we'd eaten, her plate barely touched. The others looked up.

"We survived," she said. Her voice was stronger now, steadier. "Because we fought as one."

She looked at me across the fire.

"And because someone new helped us remember that we're stronger that way."

Dani raised her water cup. "To not dying."

"To not dying," Sage echoed, a trembling smile on her face.

Elena didn't say anything. Just squeezed my hand under the table.

Dusk bled across the horizon, the sky burning crimson and gold. The same colors as the fires we'd set to burn the dead. The same heat that had nearly consumed us all.

"The Vultures are broken," Dani said, leaning back. "Word will spread. This place isn't easy prey."

"We'll need to rebuild," Sage added, her analytical mind already spinning. "The fence. The traps. Everything they destroyed."

"We will." Mira nodded. "But not tonight. Tonight we rest."

Elena bandaged my shoulder as the others dispersed.

The graze wasn't deep, just a furrow where the bullet had torn through skin and muscle. It would scar, joining the collection I'd accumulated since the world ended.

"You could have been killed," she said quietly, wrapping gauze around the wound.

"So could you. So could all of us."

"That's different."

"Is it?"

She didn't answer. Just finished the bandage, secured it with tape, and pressed a kiss to the unmarked skin beside it.

"There." She stepped back, eyeing her work. "Good as new."

"Thank you."

She started to respond, then stopped. Her eyes had moved past me, toward the fire where Mira sat alone.

"Go to her," Elena said.

"Elena-"

"She needs you." She caught my hand and squeezed. "We all need you, in different ways. Tonight, she needs you most."

Across the compound, Dani met my gaze. She glanced toward Mira, then back to me, and nodded. A silent agreement.

I looked at Elena. At Dani. At Sage, who was watching from the lodge doorway, holding her damaged glasses like something precious.

They were giving me permission. More than that. They were pushing me toward something I'd been holding back from.

I kissed Elena's forehead and stood.

The other women drifted to their cabins one by one.

Dani went first, shouldering her rifle, disappearing into the darkness with a final wave. Sage followed, her steps uncertain but her expression peaceful. Elena lingered on the lodge porch, watching me for a moment, then smiled and went inside.

Mira didn't move.

She sat by the dying fire, staring into the embers, her rifle across her knees. The commander's mask was gone. In its place was exhaustion, raw and undisguised.

I crossed the compound and sat beside her.

The fire crackled between us. Smoke rose into the Texas night, joining the last traces of the explosion that had saved us. Stars were emerging overhead, more than I'd ever seen before the world ended.

For a long time, neither of us spoke.

Then Mira's voice broke the silence, rough and quiet.

"I thought I'd lost them. When the raiders breached the fence." She kept her eyes on the fire. "I thought this was it. The end of everything."

"But it wasn't."

"No." She finally looked at me. In the firelight, her dark eyes shone. "Because of you. Because of all of us."

"We survived because we trusted each other."

"I know." The words came hard, like she was forcing them out. "I spent so long trying to protect everyone by pushing them away. Thinking if I didn't let anyone in, I couldn't lose them."

"And now?"

"Now I understand that I was losing them anyway. Just more slowly."

The fire popped. Sparks rose into the darkness.

"You could have died today," she said. "Taking that risk with the propane tanks. Leading those raiders in."

"So could you. Holding the center when they pushed."

"That's different. That's my job. My responsibility."

I shook my head. "It's not different. It's exactly the same. We all risked ourselves for each other. That's what family does."

The word hung between us. Family. I saw her react to it, saw the way it hit her like a physical blow.

"Marcus was my family," she said. "Once. Before they took him."

"I know."

"Is that what you want? To be alone forever?"

She was quiet for a long moment. The fire had burned low, casting shadows across her scarred features.

"No," she admitted finally. "Not anymore."

I waited.

"Stay with me tonight," she said. The words came out barely above a whisper. "Just... stay."

I reached over and took her hand. Her fingers were calloused, rough with scars and labor. But they closed around mine with surprising gentleness.

"I'm not going anywhere," I said.

We sat there as the fire burned down to coals. The night wrapped around us, quiet and dark and full of possibilities. Tomorrow would bring rebuilding. Recovery. The long work of making Haven stronger than before.

But tonight, there was just this. Two people who had survived the worst the world could throw at them, sitting in the aftermath, learning that they didn't have to carry everything alone.

The stars wheeled overhead. The wind carried the scent of smoke and turned earth.

And somewhere in the darkness, dawn was coming.


⚜




Chapter 10: Release

⚜

It was just the two of us.

Mira sat by the dying fire, rigid with tension that hadn't left her body since the first shot was fired that morning. The flames had burned low, casting her in alternating shadow and orange light. Her rifle lay across her knees, her hands still gripping it like she expected the raiders to come flooding back through the door at any moment.

I moved to sit beside her. Not touching. Just close enough that she could feel my presence.

For a long time, neither of us spoke. The fire crackled and popped. Outside, the Texas night was silent, the kind of deep quiet that only came after violence had burned itself out. The compound was still. The dead were ash. The living were resting.

But Mira couldn't rest. I could see it in the set of her shoulders, the way her jaw was clenched tight enough to crack teeth.

"I almost got everyone killed today."

Her voice was raw. Stripped of the authority that usually armored it.

"No." I kept my voice steady. "You saved everyone. We all did."

She shook her head, a sharp, jerky motion. "I saw them breach the fence. Saw them pouring through, and I thought-this is it. This is how it ends. Just like before. Just like Marcus."

"But it wasn't like before."

"It could have been." She turned to look at me, and in the firelight I saw something I'd never seen on her face. Tears gathering at the corners of her eyes, unshed but bright. "I've been holding everyone at arm's length. Carrying it all alone. Convinced that keeping my distance would protect me from losing anyone else."

"Mira-"

She set the rifle aside. It clattered against the wooden floor, suddenly irrelevant. Her hands were shaking.

"I can't do it alone anymore." She looked at me with those bright, wounded eyes. "I don't want to."

I reached over and took her hand. Her fingers were cold despite the fire's warmth, calloused and scarred from years of fighting. She gripped back hard, like I was the only thing keeping her from falling.

"You don't have to," I said.

She was quiet for a moment. The fire had burned down to embers, casting us both in dying light.

"I promised myself something," she said slowly. "Before the battle. If we survived. If we made it through..."

"We survived."

"I know." She stood abruptly, pulling me up with her. Standing this close, I could see the tension vibrating through her entire body. The need she'd been denying herself for months. "I know what you've done with the others. I know they chose you. Elena and Dani and Sage."

"Mira-"

"I was jealous." The admission came out rough, like it cost her something to say it. "And scared. And pretending I wasn't."

She stepped closer. Close enough that I could feel the heat radiating from her skin, could smell the smoke and sweat and something underneath that was purely her.

"I'm done pretending."

She kissed me.

There was nothing gentle about it. Weeks of tension ignited between us, all the wanting she'd denied, all the need she'd buried under duty and discipline. Her hands fisted in my shirt, pulling me hard against her. Her mouth was fierce, demanding, desperate. She kissed like she was trying to pull the oxygen right out of my lungs.

I kissed her back just as hard. Cupped the back of her head, felt her soft, cropped hair against my palm. She made a sound against my mouth-half moan, half sob-and pressed closer.

When she finally pulled back, we were both breathing hard.

"I haven't let anyone touch me since Marcus," she said. Her voice shook. "Couldn't. Every time someone got close, I felt myself shutting down."

"And now?"

"Now I want to feel something. I want to feel you." She grabbed my hand and pressed it flat against her chest, over her racing heart.

She was already pulling at my clothes, frantic fingers working the hem of my shirt. I caught her wrists, stilling her hands.

"Let me," I said.

She tensed. I could see the instinct to take charge flaring in her eyes, the automatic resistance to anyone else leading.

"Just once," I said quietly. "Let someone else take over."

For a long moment, she fought it. I watched the battle play out across her features-the soldier who'd learned that control meant survival warring with the woman who was exhausted from shouldering everything alone.

Then something in her dissolved.

Her hands fell to her sides. Her chin dropped. And for the first time since I'd met her, she surrendered.

I undressed her with deliberate care.

First her tank top, pulled slowly over her head, revealing the taut muscles of her stomach, the dark sports bra that contained her perky, firm breasts. She stood still, letting me look, her chest rising and falling with rapid breaths.

I traced the scar across her collarbone. A thin white line, old and healed, cutting across her dark skin like a slash of lightning.

"What's this from?"

"Shrapnel. Afghanistan." Her voice was steady, but her pulse jumped under my fingertips.

I bent and pressed my lips to the scar. She shuddered.

Her arms bore their own marks. Cuts and scrapes, some recent from the battle, others older. Evidence of a life spent fighting. I kissed each one as I found them, mapping the history of her survival.

"You're beautiful," I said.

She laughed, the sound harsh and disbelieving. "I'm broken."

"We all are." I cupped her face, made her look at me. "Doesn't make you less beautiful."

Something loosened in her expression. The rigid set of her shoulders eased just a fraction.

I reached behind her and unhooked her bra. It fell away, revealing her breasts-perky and high, dark nipples already stiffening. She didn't try to cover herself. Just stood there, vulnerable in a way I'd never seen her, letting me see all of her.

I ran my hands down her sides, feeling her muscles twitch under my touch. Hooked my fingers in the waistband of her cargo pants and pushed them down along with her underwear. She stepped out of them, naked now except for the scars she couldn't remove.

Athletic. Strong. Every inch of her honed by years of training and survival. But her hands were trembling as she reached for my clothes.

"You too," she whispered.

I stripped quickly. She watched with hungry eyes, her gaze traveling over my chest, my stomach, lower. When I was naked before her, she reached out and ran her fingers along the bandage on my shoulder-the bullet graze from that morning's battle, wrapped in Elena's careful gauze.

"We match now," she said quietly.

I pulled her close. The feel of her bare skin against mine was electric. Her breasts pressed flat against my chest, her hips against my thighs. She was shaking, fine tremors running through her whole body.

I walked her backward toward the lodge couch-a long, worn piece of furniture that had probably seen summer campers sleeping off homesickness decades ago. When her legs hit the edge, she sat, looking up at me with an expression caught between fear and want.

I knelt before her.

"What are you-"

"Let me take care of you." I spread her thighs gently, positioning myself between them. "Just feel. Don't think."

Her resistance flared one last time. "I don't need-"

I kissed her inner thigh, silencing the objection. She fell back against the couch, one arm thrown across her eyes.

I started slow. Kisses along her thighs, each one moving higher. Her breath came faster. When I finally reached her center, she was already glistening with need.

The first touch of my tongue made her whole body jerk.

I held her hips steady and explored her with deliberate patience. Long, slow strokes that traced her folds. Gentle pressure against her clit that made her gasp. I wanted to learn every response, every shiver, every sound she tried to suppress.

Mira was not quiet by nature-I could tell from the way she bit down on her lip, the way her hands fisted in the couch cushions. She was fighting to stay silent, fighting to maintain some semblance of control even now.

I found the rhythm that made her hips buck and focused there. My tongue circled her swollen clit while I slid two fingers inside her, curling them to find the spot that would undo her completely.

"Garrett-" Her voice cracked. "I can't-"

I didn't answer. Just kept working her, kept building the pressure, until her thighs clamped around my head and her back arched off the couch. The sounds she'd been suppressing finally escaped-moans that seemed torn from somewhere deep inside her, desperate and raw.

I felt her climax build before it broke. The way her entrance tightened around my fingers, the way her whole body went rigid. Then she came apart, crying out, her hips grinding against my face as wave after wave of release crashed through her.

I worked her through it, gentling my touch as the tremors subsided. When I finally raised my head, she was sprawled across the couch, chest heaving, tears streaming down her cheeks.

She was crying. The woman who'd held everyone together through hell-crying openly, without shame.

"Come here," she whispered. "Please."

I climbed onto the couch beside her. She curled into me, her face pressed against my chest, her shoulders shaking with the force of her sobs. I held her while she fell apart, one hand stroking her cropped hair, the other pressed flat against her back.

"I forgot what this felt like," she said between gasps. "Being touched. Being held. Not being alone."

"You're not alone anymore."

She tilted her face up and kissed me. Tasted herself on my lips and didn't flinch. When she pulled back, her expression had transformed. The distance was gone. Nothing left but naked want.

"I need more," she said. "I need all of you."

I positioned her at the edge of the couch, her back against the cushions, her legs spread before me. She watched with dark, hungry eyes as I settled between her thighs.

"Tell me if you want to stop," I said.

"I won't." She reached for me, wrapped her fingers around my cock, guided me to her entrance. "Don't make me wait."

I pushed into her slowly.

She gasped, her head falling back, her eyes squeezing shut. Tight. Almost impossibly tight. She hadn't done this in months-longer maybe. I gave her time to adjust, holding still even as every instinct screamed at me to move.

"More." She gripped my hips, pulling me deeper. "I want to feel all of you."

I sank the rest of the way in. She moaned, a low sound that vibrated through both of us. Her body clenched around me, drawing me deeper, like she was trying to keep me inside her forever.

I began to move.

Slow at first. Long, deep strokes that let her feel every inch. Her legs came up, and I lifted them higher, draping them over my shoulders. The new position let me sink even deeper. She cried out as I hit something that made her whole body shake.

"There." Her nails raked down my forearms. "Right there. Don't stop."

I didn't stop. The angle let me drive into her with intensity that had her gasping with every thrust. She was so tight, so wet, gripping me with every stroke. Her moans grew louder, less controlled, sounds she couldn't hold back anymore.

"Just feel," I said. "Let me hear you."

She let go.

The sounds that escaped her were nothing like the controlled leader I'd known. Raw, desperate, needy. She moaned my name. She begged for more. She cursed and cried and made sounds that weren't words at all, just pure animal need.

I gave her everything. Drove into her with steady, relentless rhythm, watching her face, reading her body. Her breasts bounced with each thrust, small and perfect, her dark nipples hard and tight. Sweat glistened on her skin. Her eyes, when they opened, were glazed with pleasure.

"Garrett-" Her voice broke. "I'm going to-"

"Don't fight it."

She came with a scream.

Her whole body seized, back arching off the couch, legs clamping down on my shoulders. I felt her clench around me in rhythmic waves, so tight it was almost painful. The orgasm seemed to go on forever, rolling through her in endless crests while I kept moving, kept giving her more.

Before the first one had fully faded, I shifted my angle and pushed her toward a second.

"I can't-" she gasped. "It's too much-"

I reached down and found her clit, rubbing in tight circles while I thrust into her. "Give me another one."

"Oh god-" Her eyes went wide. "Oh god, Garrett, I'm-"

The second orgasm hit her even harder than the first.

She lost herself completely. All the tension, all the discipline, all the months of shouldering everything alone-it all dissolved at once. She was crying and shaking and coming undone in my arms, her whole body wracked with the force of her release.

"Don't stop," she sobbed. "Don't-"

I didn't stop.

I kept the pressure on her clit, kept thrusting deep inside her, kept pushing her higher and higher. She came again, or maybe it was just one endless orgasm that wouldn't stop cresting. I lost track. Her body was mine now, completely surrendered, taking everything I gave her.

Then I released her clit and brought both hands up to her breasts. I grabbed them firmly, squeezing her small tits in my palms, using them as leverage. Her legs were still draped over my shoulders, folding her nearly in half, and I used my grip on her chest to drive into her with brutal intensity.

"Oh fuck-" Her voice broke into something primal. "Garrett-"

I pounded into her deep and hard, each thrust pushing her body into the couch cushions. My fingers dug into the soft flesh of her breasts, rough and possessive, and she arched into my grip like she wanted more. The position let me hit that spot inside her with every stroke, and her moans turned into wordless cries.

"Take it," I growled. "All of it."

Her hands clawed at my forearms, nails biting into skin, but she didn't push me away. She pulled me closer. Harder. Her mouth fell open, her head thrown back, and I watched her eyes glaze over completely.

I fucked her relentlessly, gripping her tits, driving deep with her legs pinned against me. The wet sounds of our bodies filled the air. She was so tight around me, clenching with every thrust, and I could feel another orgasm building in her even as she shook from the last one.

"Garrett-I can't-it's-"

Her eyes rolled back into her head.

She came with a scream that echoed through the empty lodge, her entire body seizing beneath me. I felt her clench around my cock in violent waves, felt her shake and tremble and completely let go. I kept my grip on her breasts, kept pounding into her, drawing out her release until she was sobbing my name.

When she finally came down, she was trembling all over, tears streaming down her cheeks, her chest heaving under my hands.

Her eyes found mine and held.

No distance. No reservation. Just Mira, stripped bare, letting me see all of her. Every hidden wound, every moment of strength and weakness that had brought her to this point.

I felt my own release building. The pressure mounting, the heat spreading through my muscles. She must have felt it too, because her grip on my forearms tightened.

"Come inside me," she whispered. "Please. I want to feel it."

I buried myself deep and let go.

The orgasm crashed through me like thunder, every muscle clenching as I emptied into her. She held me tight, her body squeezing around me, pulling everything I had. We shuddered together, raw and exposed, the pleasure so intense it bordered on pain.

When it finally subsided, I collapsed against her. Both of us breathing hard, hearts hammering, bodies still joined.

She ran her fingers through my hair, her touch gentle in a way I'd never felt from her before.

"Thank you," she whispered.

I lifted my head to look at her. Tears were still drying on her cheeks, but she was smiling. A real smile. The first one I'd ever seen from her.

"For what?"

"For not giving up on me." She cupped my face, her thumbs tracing my cheekbones. "For seeing through everything I put between us."

I kissed her softly. "You were worth waiting for."

We fell asleep there on the couch, tangled together under a blanket someone had left draped over the arm. Her head on my chest, my arms wrapped around her, the fire nothing but cooling ash.

For the first time since I'd known her, Mira was without tension. Her body was loose against mine, her breathing slow and even. The soldier was gone. Just the woman remained.

I woke to dawn light filtering through the lodge windows.

Mira was already awake, propped up on one elbow, watching me. The morning light caught the planes of her face, softened the sharp angles I'd come to know so well. She looked younger somehow. More at peace than I'd ever seen her.

"Hey," I said.

"Hey." She traced a finger along my jaw. "You stayed."

"I told you I would."

She was quiet for a moment, her dark eyes searching my face.

"Stay," she said finally. Just that one word. Simple. Not a command. A request.

"I'm not going anywhere."

She smiled again-that new smile I'd discovered in the firelight. Then she kissed me, soft and sweet, morning breath and all.

Outside, the sounds of the compound stirring began to reach us. Voices. Footsteps. The creak of cabin doors opening. Haven coming back to life after the battle.

But we didn't move. Just lay there, watching the light grow stronger, holding onto the quiet before the day demanded our attention.

We emerged from the lodge together.

The morning was bright and warm, the Texas sun already promising another scorching day. The compound showed the scars of yesterday's battle-the gap in the northeast fence covered with temporary barricades, the scorch mark where the propane had exploded, trampled gardens waiting to be restored.

But Haven was still standing. And so were we.

Elena saw us first.

She was crossing from the infirmary toward the lodge, medical bag in hand, probably coming to check on the walking wounded. When she spotted us-Mira and me emerging together, my arm around her waist, her hand resting on my hip-she stopped.

A smile spread across her face. Warm. Knowing.

Dani appeared from behind the armory, rifle over her shoulder, and took in the scene with a single glance. Her grin was sharp and satisfied.

"About damn time," she called out.

Sage came running from her cabin, her cracked glasses held together with tape, her face lighting up when she saw us.

"You're both okay!" She threw her arms around Mira first, then me, then both of us at once. "I was worried when I woke up and no one was-"

She stopped, pulling back, registering the way we were standing. The closeness. The obvious intimacy.

"Oh," she said softly. Then, brighter: "Oh!"

They didn't look jealous. Dani just nodded, and Elena smiled like she'd won a bet. It was simple. The math finally worked out.

Mira straightened her shoulders-leadership returning, but different now. Lighter. She addressed the group.

"We have work to do. Repairs, reinforcement, planning for whatever comes next."

But even as she spoke, her hand found mine. A brief squeeze, hidden from no one.

Something had changed. Everything had changed.

We worked through the morning.

Rebuilding what the raiders had destroyed. Clearing debris. Assessing damage to the gardens and planning what could be salvaged. The fence gap was the priority-we needed to close it before nightfall, even if the temporary fix wouldn't hold against another serious assault.

But there was no panic. No fear. Just steady, purposeful labor.

I found myself moving between tasks, checking on each of the women as I went. Elena had set up a station near the lodge, treating the minor injuries we'd all accumulated. She cleaned and rebandaged my shoulder with professional efficiency, but her eyes were warm when they met mine.

"You look different," she observed.

"Do I?"

"Lighter. Happier." She finished securing the gauze and patted my arm. "It suits you."

Dani caught me near the breach point, hauling fence posts into position. She fell in beside me, helping without being asked.

"So," she said, grunting as we lifted a post together. "Mira."

"Yeah."

"Took you long enough." She grinned. "Thought she was going to hold out forever."

"She needed time."

"She needed someone to get through to her." Dani set the post in place and reached for the wire. "You did. That's what matters."

Sage found me in the garden, surveying the damage to her irrigation system. Several of the channels had been crushed during the fighting, but the main lines were intact.

"It's not as bad as it looks," she said, adjusting her taped glasses. "A few days of work and we'll have it running again."

"Need help?"

"Always." She smiled up at me, bright despite the chaos around us. "But later. Right now I just wanted to say-I'm glad. About you and Mira. She needed someone."

"You all did. Do."

"And we have you now." She rose on her toes and kissed my cheek, quick and sweet. "All of us."

By afternoon, the compound was starting to look like itself again.

The fence gap was closed-not as strong as before, but enough to provide warning if anyone tried to come through. The gardens were cleared of debris, the damaged channels marked for repair. The lodge had been cleaned, the scorch marks scrubbed from the porch where the fighting had gotten too close for comfort.

We gathered in the central clearing as the sun began its descent. All five of us, together.

Mira stood at the center, and for a moment I saw the leader return. But it was different now. The rigid isolation was gone, replaced by something warmer. Something that included the rest of us.

"We survived," she said. "All of us. Because we fought together. Because we trusted each other."

Her eyes found mine across the clearing.

"We're going to rebuild. Make Haven stronger than before. And we're going to do it together."

Nods all around. Dani. Elena. Sage. And me.

Mira took a breath, and I watched the last traces of her old isolation fade away.

"Whatever comes next," she said, "we face it as one."

The sun set behind the Texas hills, painting the sky in shades of orange and gold. We stood there in the fading light, the five of us, connected in ways that defied the old world's rules.

Elena moved first, stepping close to wrap an arm around my waist. Then Dani, her shoulder bumping mine. Sage on my other side, her hand finding my arm. And Mira, crossing to stand before me, her dark eyes soft with emotion she no longer tried to hide.

She stretched up and pressed her lips to mine. A quick, fierce kiss that claimed me in front of the others without hesitation.

When she pulled back, there was no awkwardness. Just belonging.

"Come on," Dani said, breaking the moment with her usual directness. "We still have work to do before dark."

We separated, each moving toward a different task. But the connection remained, invisible threads binding us together.

I watched them work as the light faded. Elena organizing supplies with quiet efficiency. Dani checking the perimeter one last time. Sage already planning how to improve the irrigation system. And Mira, moving through the compound with purpose, but pausing now and then to look at me. To smile.

Something had begun here, in this broken world, among these broken people. Something worth fighting for. Something worth protecting.

I picked up my tools and got back to work.

There was still rebuilding to do.


⚜




Chapter 11: Alive

⚜

Three days since the battle, and Haven was finally starting to breathe again.

The repairs were nearly complete. The northeast fence gap had been rebuilt properly, posts sunk deep, wire strung tight. Sage's irrigation system was running again, water flowing through restored channels to feed the vegetables that would carry us through winter. Even the scorch mark from the propane explosion had been scraped away, leaving only a darker patch of earth where seven raiders had met their end.

The Vultures were done. Dani had run patrol every morning since the fight, pushing further east each time, and the reports were the same: abandoned camps, scattered supplies, tire tracks heading in every direction. The group that had terrorized this region had fractured into a few smaller bands, each fleeing from the place that had cost them so much.

Word would spread. Haven wasn't easy prey. Not anymore.

I was helping Sage repair a damaged section of her greenhouse frame when Elena found us, carrying a basket of vegetables and wearing a smile I hadn't seen since before the battle.

"Meeting in the lodge," she said. "Mira's orders."

I raised an eyebrow. "Problem?"

"The opposite." Elena's smile widened. "She wants to talk about a celebration."

The lodge was warm with afternoon light when we gathered around the main table.

Mira stood at the head, but her posture was different now. The rigid tension that had defined her for so long had loosened into something more relaxed. She still carried herself like a soldier, but the exhaustion behind her eyes had faded.

"We've been working nonstop since the attack," she said. "Repairing, rebuilding, fortifying. And we've done good work."

Nods around the table. Dani lounged in her chair, boots propped on the seat beside her. Sage had her ever-present notebook open but wasn't writing. Elena sat close to me, her thigh warm against mine.

"But we also need to acknowledge what we accomplished." Mira met each of our eyes in turn. "We faced an army. We won. Tonight, we celebrate."

Dani grinned. "Now we're talking."

"Elena found wine on her last salvage run," Mira continued. "Sage's garden has given us more than we need. And I think Dani can coax something resembling music out of that old radio."

"I make no promises about quality," Dani said. "But I'll find something."

The meeting dispersed with unusual lightness. As I passed Mira on the way out, she caught my arm.

"Thank you," she said quietly. "For everything."

I kissed her forehead. "See you tonight."

The celebration began as the sun dipped toward the hills.

Elena had worked miracles in the kitchen. Roasted vegetables from Sage's garden, venison from the deer I'd brought down with Dani last week, fresh bread that filled the lodge with warm, yeasty scent. The wine was cheap-gas station variety, probably two years past its prime-but it tasted like victory.

Dani had found a radio station broadcasting from somewhere south, scratchy but recognizable. Old country music filtered through the speakers, punctuated by bursts of static that nobody minded.

For the first time since I'd arrived at Haven, the mood was purely joyful.

We ate until we couldn't eat anymore. We drank until our cheeks were flushed and our laughter came easy. The weight of the past weeks-the fear, the fighting, the constant tension-lifted like smoke rising from a fire.

I found myself at the center of it all. Not by design, but by gravity.

Dani pulled me from my seat when a faster song crackled through the radio.

"Dance with me," she demanded. "I didn't almost die to sit around watching you eat."

She was a terrible dancer, all sharp movements and aggressive energy, but she didn't care. She spun and stepped on my feet and laughed when I tried to lead. The others watched with amusement, Sage clapping along to the music, Elena swaying in her seat.

When the song ended, Dani shoved me toward Elena. "Your turn."

Elena was gentler, her movements fluid, her body pressing close as we swayed to something slower. She smelled like wine and warmth, her hair loose around her shoulders. When the song ended, she kissed my cheek and pushed me back toward the table.

Sage was next, though she protested.

"I don't dance," she said, adjusting the tape that held her cracked glasses together. "I have no coordination."

"Everyone dances tonight," Dani declared. "House rules."

Sage's dancing was exactly as awkward as she'd promised-too much thinking, not enough feeling. But halfway through the song, something clicked. She stopped analyzing and started moving, her body finding a rhythm that surprised both of us. By the end, she was flushed and laughing, her earlier nervousness forgotten.

And through it all, Mira watched.

She sat apart from the rest of us, nursing her wine, a small smile playing at her lips. Content. At peace.

The evening wound down slowly. Elena was the first to yawn, covering it with her hand. Mira stood shortly after, stretching muscles that had been wound tight for too long.

"I'm going to patrol the perimeter," Mira said. "Old habits."

"I'll join you," Elena offered. "Check the infirmary on the way."

They left together, and the lodge felt suddenly smaller. Just Dani and Sage and me, the fire burning low, the radio still crackling with distant music.

Sage refilled her wine glass. Dani stretched like a cat in her chair.

And then Dani caught my eye.

Her gaze was direct, loaded with intent. She tilted her head toward the door-toward my cabin-the gesture unmistakable.

But she wasn't alone.

Sage stood beside her, her expression nervous but determined. Her cheeks were flushed, and not just from the wine.

"Can we talk to you?" Dani asked. "Privately?"

The night air was cool against my skin as we crossed the compound.

My cabin was dark and quiet, the single room lit only by moonlight filtering through the window. I lit a lantern, casting warm shadows across the walls.

Dani closed the door behind us and leaned against it, arms crossed. Sage stood in the middle of the room, hands clasped in front of her, working up to something.

"We've been talking," Dani said. "Me and Sage."

Sage nodded quickly. "For a few days now. Since before the battle, actually."

"About what?"

They exchanged a glance. Some silent communication passed between them.

Dani grinned. "About sharing. Together."

The words hung in the air. Sage's blush deepened, spreading down her neck, visible even in the lantern light.

"About... about sharing," Sage repeated, her voice smaller. "Together."

"We almost died," Dani continued. Her voice was steady, but underneath I heard something rawer. "All of us. We could have lost everything three days ago. And it made me think-life's too short for waiting."

She pushed off the door and crossed the room, stopping in front of me. Her green eyes were bright, predatory.

"Sage has been curious about a lot of things since you two got together. Things I know more about than she does." Dani's grin sharpened. "I offered to teach her."

"Dani's been... educational," Sage admitted. Her hands were twisting together. "But there are some lessons that need a third person."

"So here we are." Dani reached up and ran a finger along my jaw. "The question is simple: are you game?"

Dani stood hip-shot and hungry, undressing me with a look. Sage twisted her hands, nervous but determined. Both of them. Here. Now. My throat went dry.

"Yeah," I said. "I'm game."

Sage exhaled hard. Dani's grin widened.

"Good answer."

They undressed me together.

Four hands worked at my clothes, pulling my shirt over my head, pushing my pants down my hips. Dani was aggressive about it, fingers raking across my chest, nails leaving faint trails. She paused when her hand brushed the bandage on my shoulder-the graze from the battle, still healing-but only for a moment.

"We'll be careful with that," she murmured, then kept going.

Sage was more tentative, her touches curious, exploratory.

The contrast was intoxicating.

"See?" Dani said to Sage. "This is what I was telling you about. When you have two people working together, you can overwhelm them. Make them feel everything at once."

Her hand wrapped around my cock while Sage's fingers glided across the muscles of my stomach. I was already hard, the anticipation making my pulse race.

"Now watch," Dani said.

She pulled Sage toward her and kissed her.

Sage froze for just a moment, her mouth falling open in surprise. This was new territory-I could see it in her face, the shock and uncertainty. But Dani didn't give her time to think. She cupped Sage's face and deepened the kiss, tongue sliding between her lips.

Sage's breath hitched. Her body softened.

When they broke apart, Sage was breathing hard.

"Oh," she said. "That's... that's nice."

Dani laughed, low and satisfied. "It gets better."

She pulled Sage's tank top over her head, revealing her full breasts, her freckled skin, the way her nipples were already stiffening. Sage's shorts followed, then her underwear, until she stood naked between us, trembling slightly.

"Should I take these off?" Sage touched her cracked glasses, held together with tape. "They might get broken."

"Keep them," I said. "I like you in them."

Her smile widened, her posture relaxing as the nervousness melted away.

Dani stripped quickly, her own body lean and athletic, tan lines stark against her pale breasts. Then she turned back to me, eyes traveling down my body with open appreciation.

"Bed," she ordered. "On your back."

I didn't argue. I hit the mattress and leaned back against the headboard, heart hammering. Dani climbed onto the mattress beside me, pulling Sage after her.

"First things first," Dani said, positioning herself between my legs. She wrapped her hand around my cock, stroking slowly. "Come here, Sage. Time for another lesson."

Sage crawled down the bed, settling beside Dani. Her eyes widened behind her taped glasses as she watched Dani's hand move.

"We're going to share him," Dani explained. "Watch me first."

She lowered her head and took me into her mouth, her lips sliding down my shaft in one smooth motion. I groaned, my hips lifting involuntarily. Dani pulled back, licking her lips.

"Your turn. Start with the tip."

Sage leaned in hesitantly, her tongue darting out to taste me. Her touch was tentative, exploratory-the way she approached everything. But when I let out a low sound of pleasure, she grew bolder, wrapping her lips around the head.

"Good," Dani encouraged. "Now I'll work lower."

She dipped her head and took my balls into her mouth, rolling them gently with her tongue. The dual sensation made me see stars-Sage's uncertain mouth on my shaft, Dani's experienced lips below.

"Switch with me," Dani said after a moment.

They traded positions smoothly. Sage cupped my balls in her palm, then leaned down to take them in her mouth, her touch gentler than Dani's but no less intense. Meanwhile, Dani swallowed me deep, her throat working around my cock until I was gripping the sheets.

"Fuck," I breathed. "You two are going to kill me."

Dani pulled off with a wet pop and laughed. "We're just getting started."

She guided Sage back up, and they positioned themselves on either side of my cock. Their tongues met at the tip, swirling together, licking me while kissing each other. I watched, transfixed, as their mouths worked in tandem-pink tongues sliding along my shaft, lips pressing together over my sensitive head, their hands roaming across my thighs and stomach.

Sage's fingers traced the muscles of my abdomen while Dani's nails scraped lightly over my inner thighs. They took turns deepthroating me-Dani confidently, Sage with more care but surprising enthusiasm. Each time one pulled back to breathe, the other took over, keeping me on the edge.

"See how his thighs are shaking?" Dani murmured to Sage between licks. "That means we're doing it right."

They kissed again over my cock, their tongues tangling, my shaft pressed between their lips. Sage moaned into the kiss, and I felt the vibration travel straight through me.

"Okay," Dani said finally, pulling back and wiping her mouth. "I need more than this."

She climbed up my body, swinging her leg over my hips. She looked at Sage and patted my chest right above my face. "Get up here. Face me."

She grabbed Sage's hand and tugged. "Closer. Let him taste you while I ride."

Sage hesitated, her brow furrowed. "Face you? So we're looking at each other?"

"Exactly." Dani was already positioning herself above my cock. "That way I can reach you. Touch you."

Sage's cheeks flushed deeper, but she climbed onto the bed.

Dani sank down onto me in one smooth motion, taking me deep. Her head fell back, auburn hair cascading over her shoulders.

"Fuck, that's good." She rolled her hips experimentally. "Okay. Your turn. Lower yourself onto his mouth."

Sage descended slowly, facing Dani. I gripped her thighs, steadying her, and pressed my tongue against her center.

She gasped and nearly pulled away. I held her in place, licking slowly, letting her adjust to the sensation.

"Oh god." Sage's voice cracked. "That's-I forgot how-"

"Stop analyzing," Dani said. She had started moving on top of me, rising and falling in a steady rhythm. "Your brain is getting in the way. Shut it off."

I worked Sage with my tongue while Dani rode me. My brain short-circuited. Sage tasted sweet and nervous, her thighs shaking against my ears, while Dani was all heavy, confident weight grinding down on my cock. Soft heat above, tight muscle below.

Dani reached forward and cupped Sage's breast, rolling her nipple between her fingers.

Sage made a sound I'd never heard from her. High and desperate and surprised.

"There you go," Dani encouraged. "Everything at once. Just let it happen."

I increased my pressure, focusing on the spot that made Sage squirm. Above me, I heard them kiss again-wet sounds, soft moans that vibrated through both of them.

Dani broke the kiss. "Harder," she demanded, looking down at me. "I want to feel you trying."

I thrust up into her, matching her rhythm, driving deeper. She cried out, a sharp sound of pleasure.

"Yes. Like that. Keep going."

Sage was grinding against my face now, her earlier hesitation forgotten. I gripped her hips hard, controlling her movements, keeping her at exactly the right angle. My tongue circled her clit in fast, tight patterns.

"I'm going to-" Sage's voice broke. "Dani, I think I'm-"

"Give it to me," Dani said. She was riding me faster now, chasing her own release. "Come on his face. He loves it."

Sage broke apart above me. Her thighs pressed against my ears, her whole body seizing, a cry tearing from her throat. I kept licking, kept the pressure steady, drawing out her release until she was whimpering and trying to pull away.

Dani came seconds later. She slammed down onto me and froze, her back arching, a low moan escaping her lips. I felt her pulse around me, squeezing rhythmically, milking me even as I fought to hold back.

"Fuck yes." Dani collapsed forward, catching herself on her hands. "God, I needed that."

She climbed off me and turned to Sage, who was still trembling from her orgasm.

"Switch," Dani said. "I want his tongue. You get to ride."

Dani settled over my face, slick and heavy, while Sage climbed onto me with shaking legs. I didn't have time to think-just feel. Dani's sharp taste on my tongue, Sage's tight heat wrapping around my cock. They faced each other, knees almost touching on either side of my body.

"You've done this before," Dani said. "Remember what felt good. Do that."

Sage started to move. Slow at first, finding her rhythm, then faster as she gained confidence. Her hands found Dani's shoulders for balance, fingers digging in.

I worked Dani with my tongue while Sage rode me. Above me, Dani growled low in her throat, grinding down hard, while Sage made high, surprised gasps every time I thrust up into her-like she still couldn't believe this was happening. I caught a glimpse of them through Dani's legs, face to face, Sage's hands on Dani's shoulders, Dani's hand reaching out to squeeze Sage's bouncing breasts.

"That's it," Dani encouraged. "Take what you need. He's yours."

Sage's rhythm increased. I could feel her getting close-the way her body tightened around me, the catch in her breathing. I thrust up to meet her, adding my own motion to hers.

"Oh-" Sage strained to speak. "Oh god, I'm-"

She came with a sharp gasp, collapsing forward against Dani's chest, her inner muscles fluttering wildly around me.

Dani followed moments later, grinding down on my tongue, her own release rolling through her. I held them both in place, riding out their pleasure, until the tremors faded and they were both gasping for breath.

Then Dani was moving again, climbing off my face and turning to look at Sage with a predatory gleam.

"Now," she said, "the real fun begins."

They both climbed off, I closed my eyes and took a moment to steady myself.

When I opened my eyes again, Sage was on her hands and knees on the bed.

Her strawberry blonde hair hung loose, obscuring her flushed face. Her body trembled with anticipation, still riding the high from her previous orgasm.

Dani knelt at Sage's side, leaning over to run her hands down Sage's spine. Kissing along her vertebrae, one by one, leaving a trail of sensation.

"You have beautiful skin," Dani murmured. "All these freckles. Like a constellation."

Sage made a small sound, half pleasure, half embarrassment.

I positioned myself behind Sage, gripping her hips. She looked back at me over her shoulder, her hazel eyes bright behind her taped-together lenses. One crack ran across the left side, a souvenir from the battle..

"Ready?" I asked.

"Yes. Please."

I slid into her from behind, slow and deep. She gasped, dropping her head, her fingers gripping the sheets.

Dani continued kissing down her spine while I began to move. The dual sensation-my cock filling her, Dani's lips trailing across her skin-made Sage whimper.

"Too much?" Dani asked.

"No. It's-" Sage struggled for words. "It's incredible. I just-"

"Good," Dani said. She reached around Sage's body, finding her breasts, cupping them, rolling her nipples between her fingers. "Stay right there."

I increased my pace, driving into Sage with steady, deep strokes. Her body moved with mine, pushing back to meet each thrust. Dani stayed close, her hands everywhere, her mouth finding Sage's neck, her ear, the corner of her jaw.

"Oh god-" Sage's hips bucked against me. "I can't hold-"

"Don't hold anything," Dani said. "Let go."

Sage's orgasm hit her like a wave. Her back arched, her muscles clenching around me in rhythmic spasms, her cry filling the cabin. I fucked her through it, kept moving, not letting her come down.

When the tremors finally faded, Sage collapsed forward onto her elbows.

"I can't-" she gasped. "I need a minute-"

Dani caught my eye and grinned.

"My turn," she said.

She pulled Sage aside gently and took her place on hands and knees. Her ass pushed back toward me, demanding.

"Come on," she said over her shoulder. "Don't make me wait."

I gripped her hips and thrust into her hard.

Dani moaned, the sound raw and satisfied. She pushed back against me, matching my rhythm, taking me deep with every stroke.

Sage watched from beside us, still catching her breath. Her jaw went slack, fascinated.

"Touch me," Dani said to her. "Like I touched you."

Sage reached out tentatively and cupped one of Dani's breasts. Dani groaned encouragement.

"Harder. I can take it."

Sage squeezed, and Dani's body responded-her back arching, her hips grinding back against me. The sight of them together, Sage's pale freckled hand on Dani's tan skin, made my cock twitch inside her.

"Yes-" Dani gasped. "Both of you. Right there."

I drove into her harder, faster. Sage's other hand found Dani's clit, rubbing in inexpert but enthusiastic circles. Dani was crying out now, her composure gone, pure pleasure in her voice.

"More," she demanded. "Come on. Don't stop."

I slammed into her, my hips crashing against her ass. Sage's fingers worked faster. Dani's whole body went taut as a bowstring.

"Yes-" The word tore out of her. "Fuck-yes-"

She came with a scream, her body milking me in hard, rhythmic spasms. I felt my own orgasm building, the pressure too much to hold back.

I pulled out of her, my cock throbbing, desperate for release.

"On your knees," I managed. "Both of you."

They moved together, sliding off the bed and kneeling before me. Dani and Sage side by side, faces upturned, mouths open. Waiting.

The sight of them-Dani's knowing smile, Sage's wide-eyed eagerness-pushed me over the edge.

I gripped my cock and stroked once, twice. The first pulse hit Dani's waiting tongue. She moaned, catching it, swallowing. The second streaked across Sage's lips and chin. She gasped, surprised, then leaned forward to catch more.

I came in thick ropes across their mouths, their chins, their breasts. Dani's tan skin glistened. Sage's freckled chest was painted white. They pressed together, sharing what landed between them, tongues finding my shaft.

Dani took me into her mouth first, sucking the last drops from me with greedy pulls. Then Sage, tentative but thorough, her lips working down my length. They passed me back and forth between them, milking every last tremor from my body until I was empty and shaking.

"Tastes so good," Dani murmured against my hip, licking her lips clean.

Sage looked up at me, cum still glistening on her chin, and laughed-bright and incredulous. "I can't believe we just did that."

We collapsed in a heap on the narrow bed, all of us breathing hard, covered in sweat and more, tangled together in satisfied exhaustion.

Sage was the first to speak.

"I..." She flopped back onto the pillow, staring at the ceiling, chest heaving. "My brain just... stopped. Completely stopped."

Dani laughed, the sound muffled against the mattress. "For once, little miss notebook is speechless."

"That's never happened to me before." Sage pushed herself up on one elbow, her taped glasses askew. "All of it. With two people. The way you both-I couldn't even-"

"Stick around," Dani said, rolling onto her back. She reached over and tucked a strand of strawberry blonde hair behind Sage's ear. "It gets better."

Sage blinked rapidly. "Better?"

"We've only just started teaching you."

I pulled them both closer, one arm around each of them, careful to keep my weight off my injured shoulder. Sage nestled against my chest, her hand resting over my heart. Dani sprawled across my other side, her leg thrown over mine.

The lantern had burned low, casting long shadows across the walls. Outside, the Texas night was quiet, peaceful. The sounds of Haven settling into sleep drifted faintly through the window.

"This is real, isn't it?" Sage asked softly. "All of this. The five of us."

"It's real," I said. "As real as anything gets anymore."

Dani propped herself up to look at me. Her green eyes were soft in a way I rarely saw from her.

"Something's changed," she said. "Since the battle. Since you got through to Mira. We're not just surviving anymore."

"We're living," Sage said. "Actually living."

Dani nodded slowly. "I forgot what that felt like."

We lay there in comfortable silence, bodies cooling, heartbeats slowing. Sage's breathing deepened first, sleep claiming her between one moment and the next. Dani stayed awake longer, her fingers drawing lazy circles on my chest.

"Glad you didn't die on that road," she said quietly.

"That's romantic."

She snorted. "I mean it. If you hadn't stumbled into Haven..." She pressed a kiss to my shoulder, just below the bandage. "We needed this. All of us."

"I'm staying right here."

She smiled and closed her eyes. Within minutes, her breathing had joined Sage's in the rhythm of sleep.

I woke to movement at the window.

The moon had shifted, casting silver light across the bed. Dani and Sage were still curled against me, deep asleep. But something had pulled me awake.

A shadow at the window. A figure standing there.

I tensed, reaching for the knife I kept beside the bed. Then the figure stepped into the moonlight, and I recognized her.

Mira.

She stood at the window, looking in. She could see everything-me in the narrow bed, Dani's auburn hair spread across my chest, Sage's freckled arm draped over my stomach. The evidence of what had happened was impossible to miss.

Our eyes met through the glass.

For a long moment, neither of us moved. I braced for something-anger, maybe, or hurt. The jealousy she'd admitted to before the battle.

Instead, she smiled.

Small and genuine and accepting. Not the complicated expression I'd expected. Just... understanding.

She held my gaze for another heartbeat, then turned and walked away into the darkness. Toward the lodge. Toward the room where she'd first let me in.

Not jealousy. Not resentment.

Just acceptance. Of all of us. Of what we were becoming together.

I settled back against the pillows, Dani and Sage warm on either side of me. Outside, the Texas night was quiet. I pulled the sheet up to cover Sage's bare shoulder and closed my eyes.

They were safe. All of them. And I was home.

Tomorrow, we would rebuild. Tomorrow, we would plan for whatever came next.

But tonight, we were alive. And that was enough.


⚜




Chapter 12: Home

⚜

One week since the battle, and Haven had become something new.

The fences were stronger than before. The gardens were thriving under Sage's care. The irrigation system hummed along, water flowing to every bed on schedule. Even the scorch mark from the propane explosion had faded to a faint discoloration in the dirt, a reminder of what we'd survived.

I finished the last repair on the workshop roof just as the afternoon sun started its descent toward the hills. The work felt good. Purposeful. Every nail driven, every board secured, was another step toward the future we were building together.

Dani had mentioned at breakfast that she'd been taking early morning solo patrols, checking the perimeter before anyone else stirred.

"Old habits," she'd said with a shrug. "I like the quiet before everyone's up."

Sage had smiled at that, reaching across the table to squeeze Dani's hand. Since their night together four days ago, she'd taken to waking early too, meeting Dani at the gate when she returned. Their bond had shifted into something tender.

The Vultures were scattered to the wind, but vigilance was survival. We all understood that.

At lunch, the conversation had turned to the future. Word was spreading that Haven had beaten back an army. Other survivors might come looking for safety, for community.

"We could grow," Sage said, her bright hazel eyes shining behind her cracked glasses, still held together with tape from the battle. "Trade with other settlements. Build something real."

Mira and Elena exchanged a glance across the table. Something unspoken passed between them.

I noticed, but didn't ask.

Evening came softly.

The sun painted the compound in shades of gold and amber as we finished dinner in the lodge. Dani and Sage drifted off together, Sage glancing back once with a knowing smile before following Dani toward her cabin.

That left me with Elena and Mira.

Elena rose from the table without a word. She crossed to where I sat and took my hand. Behind her, Mira was already on her feet.

She didn't explain. Didn't wait for me to ask. Just pulled me up and led me toward the door.

They flanked me as we crossed the compound. Mira's cabin. The largest bed in Haven. The leader's quarters.

Inside, candles flickered in the warm darkness. Someone had prepared this in advance.

Elena closed the door. Mira was already reaching for the hem of my shirt.

"You've had the others," Mira said, her voice dropping to a register I hadn't heard before. "Now it's our turn." Her obsidian gaze held mine as she pulled the fabric over my head. "You get us."

They undressed me with deft, eager hands.

Elena's fingers worked my belt while Mira's palms mapped my chest. They moved together like they'd rehearsed this, their coordination almost unsettling.

When I stood naked between them, Elena stepped back and reached for Mira. She pulled the tank top over Mira's head, revealing the compact curves beneath. The scar across Mira's collarbone caught the candlelight, a pale slash against her dark skin.

Mira returned the favor. Elena's dress hit the floor, her curves spilling free, heavy breasts swaying, her skin glowing in the candlelight.

Then they kissed each other.

Soft at first. Elena's hand cupped Mira's face. Mira's fingers tangled in Elena's dark hair. Their lips parted, tongues sliding together, and something primal stirred in my gut watching them taste each other.

When they broke apart, both were flushed and breathing hard.

"We practiced," Elena admitted, color rising in her cheeks. "Wanted this to be perfect."

They turned to me and sank to their knees.

Four hands seized me at once.

Elena's grip wrapped around my shaft. Mira cupped my balls, rolling them in her palm. They worked in tandem, learning each other's rhythm, building pressure together.

Elena leaned in first, her tongue tracing up my length from base to tip. She swirled around the head, tasting me, her soft gaze flicking up to meet mine. Then Mira joined her, lips pressing against the underside of my shaft, kissing and licking while Elena worked the sensitive crown.

They traded seamlessly. Mira swallowed me deep, her throat working as she pushed further, while Elena's tongue traced lower, taking my balls into her warm mouth. The combined pressure made my hips jerk.

"Like that?" Elena asked, pulling back to smile.

I couldn't form words. Just nodded.

"Good," Mira said. She released me and turned to Elena. "Show him what else we learned."

Elena shifted position, her heavy breasts hanging before me. Full and soft and impossibly inviting.

She wrapped her tits around my cock.

It nearly broke me. Warm flesh enveloped me, pressing from both sides. She squeezed them together, creating a tight channel, and began to move. Up and down, her breasts sliding along my shaft.

Mira knelt beside her, watching. On each upstroke, when my tip emerged from Elena's cleavage, Mira leaned in and licked it. Her tongue swirled around the head, tasting the precum that had started to leak, before Elena's next downstroke engulfed me again.

I couldn't look away. Elena's huge tits wrapped around my shaft, Mira's tongue darting in to taste me on each stroke. Four hands roaming my thighs, my stomach, everywhere they could reach.

"Close," Mira observed. She could feel me tightening in her hand.

"Not yet," Elena said. She released me and both women sat back.

I groaned at the sudden loss.

"We're just getting started," Mira said.

Elena climbed onto the bed and straddled my hips, facing away.

She positioned herself above my cock, her thick ass framing the view. Slowly, torturously, she lowered herself.

Her pussy lips parted around my head. Stretched and gripped as she sank down, inch by inch. Her wetness coated my shaft as she took me deeper, her body opening to swallow me whole.

When she'd taken all of me, she paused. Adjusted. Then she began to move.

Her thick ass rippled with each bounce, flesh shaking with every impact. Her spine curved as she arched her back, grinding down against me. I could see where we were joined, could see her pussy gripping my shaft on each upstroke, glistening with arousal.

I brought my hand down on her ass. Hard.

The crack echoed through the cabin. A pink handprint bloomed on her brown skin. She gasped and ground down harder.

"Again," she breathed.

I spanked her other cheek, leaving a matching mark. Her rhythm faltered, her body responding to the sharp sensation.

Mira had moved to stand in front of Elena on the bed. She watched Elena ride me, her hand slipping between her own legs. Her fingers worked her clit as she took in the show.

"That's it," Mira said, voice thick. "Show him how much you want it."

She reached down and pinched one of Elena's nipples, rolling it between her fingers. Elena moaned, her back arching further. Her bouncing became more urgent.

I gripped her hips and thrust up to meet her, driving deeper with each stroke. Elena's moans grew louder. Above her, Mira continued touching herself, her sharp gaze locked on where my cock disappeared into Elena's body.

Then Mira knelt behind Elena, and I saw the plastic bottle of lube in her hand. Scavenged treasure from some adult store run, half-full and priceless.

"Keep riding him," Mira commanded.

Elena obeyed, maintaining her rhythm even as Mira positioned herself beside us. I watched with fascination as Mira slicked her fingers.

Mira's fingers slipped between Elena's thick ass cheeks. Elena's rhythm stuttered.

"Oh god," Elena gasped. "Mira, what are you-"

"Shh." Mira's voice was calm, commanding. "You said you wanted everything. I'm getting you ready."

I watched as Mira's finger circled Elena's ass. Slowly, deliberately, she pressed inward. Elena's whole body tensed.

"Relax," Mira murmured. "Let me in."

Elena forced herself to breathe. Her bouncing slowed, became more deliberate, as she adjusted to being filled from two angles. I could feel Mira's finger pressing against me from inside her. Just a thin, hot wall of flesh separating us.

"That's so much," Elena whimpered. "I can feel both of you."

"Good." Mira worked her finger deeper, moving it in rhythm with Elena's riding. "You're doing so well."

She added a second finger.

Elena cried out. Her body clamped down around me, the pressure almost painful. I gripped her hips harder, holding her steady.

"More," Elena said, surprising herself. "Please."

Mira didn't hesitate. She pressed a third finger in alongside the others, stretching Elena to her limit. Elena's head fell back, mouth open, a ragged sound escaping her throat as she accommodated the intrusion. She was barely moving now, overwhelmed by the simultaneous pressure of my cock in her pussy and three fingers in her ass.

"You can feel him, can't you?" Mira whispered in Elena's ear. "Feel his cock pressing against my fingers? So close I can trace every inch of him through you."

"Yes," Elena sobbed. "Yes, I can feel everything."

Mira's fingers thrust deeper, stretching her wider. I watched Elena's hole expand around them, pink and glistening. Elena's body shook with each penetration, caught between us, stuffed from two angles.

"I'm going to-" Elena's voice broke.

She came with a scream.

Her whole body seized, clamping down on my cock and Mira's fingers simultaneously. I felt every spasm, every wave of her orgasm pulsing through her. She collapsed forward, catching herself on her hands, trembling through the aftershocks.

Mira withdrew her fingers slowly, leaving Elena gasping.

"That was just the warm-up," Mira said softly.

"On your hands and knees." Mira's voice was pure command. "Face in the pillow."

Elena obeyed without hesitation. She pulled off my cock and positioned herself at the center of the bed, ass in the air, face buried in the soft pillow. She was trembling.

Mira reached into the bedside drawer and produced a large dildo. Black silicone, thick and long. Another salvaged treasure.

"You're going to be so full," she whispered to Elena.

She positioned the toy at Elena's dripping entrance and pushed it inside. Elena moaned into the pillow as the dildo sank deep, filling the space I'd just vacated.

Mira locked eyes with me. "She's ready. Take her ass."

I moved into position behind Elena. Her hole was stretched and glistening from Mira's fingers, pink and swollen. The dildo jutted from her pussy, its base visible between her thick lips.

I pressed my cock against her ass.

"Go slow," Mira said. "Let her feel every inch."

I pushed forward, intending to go slow, but the sight of her stretched open and the dildo pressing against my cock through her flesh wrecked my control. My hips jerked, driving me deeper than I'd meant to go. Elena screamed into the pillow, her internal muscles clamping down like a vice.

"Oh god," she moaned. "Oh god, oh god-"

Tighter than I'd imagined possible. Her body gripped me in a way her pussy never had. And beneath me, I could feel the dildo rubbing against my cock through her flesh, adding pressure with every breath.

I pushed deeper. Elena's hands fisted in the sheets, her knuckles white. She was making sounds that weren't quite words, overwhelmed by the sensation of being completely filled.

When I was fully seated, I paused. Let her adjust. Let us both adjust.

"How does it feel?" Mira asked Elena.

"Full." Elena's voice was wrecked. "So full. I didn't know-I never thought-"

"Start moving," Mira instructed me. "Slow at first."

I withdrew halfway and thrust back in. Elena cried out. The dildo shifted inside her as I moved, pressing against different angles. I could feel it rubbing against my cock with every stroke.

I found a rhythm. Slow, deep thrusts that made Elena shake with each one. Mira grabbed the dildo and moved it in counterpoint to my motion, filling her in ways I couldn't on my own.

"Harder," Elena gasped. "Please. Fuck my ass harder."

I gripped her hips and gave her what she wanted.

My pace increased. Each thrust drove me deep, Mira pushed the dildo deeper, together we made Elena's whole body rock forward. The sounds filling the cabin were raw. The wet slap of skin on skin. Elena's broken moans. My own harsh breathing.

She was incoherent now, stuffed completely full, every nerve overwhelmed. Her body trembled beneath me, caught between the toy and my cock, unable to do anything but take it.

"Feel all of him," Mira encouraged. "Don't hold anything back."

Mira moved to the head of the bed, grabbing my hand and placing it where hers was on the dildo, to make sure I kept thrusting it into Elena's stuffed pussy.

Mira then knelt in front of Elena, lifting her face from the pillow by grabbing a fistful of her hair. Elena's expression was glazed, her soft brown eyes unfocused with pleasure. Drool had gathered at the corner of her mouth.

Mira positioned herself inches from Elena's face. Her hand was between her own legs, fingers working furiously.

"Watch me," Mira commanded. "I want you to see."

Elena's gaze focused on Mira's hand, on the rapid motion, on the wetness glistening on her fingers. Behind her, I kept pounding into her ass, driving the dildo deeper with every thrust.

Mira's breathing had become ragged. Her thighs were shaking. I could see she was close, her whole body wound tight.

"Take it," Mira gasped, hips shuddering. "Look at me. You take every drop."

Elena's mouth fell open. "Do it. Please. I want it."

The words pushed Mira over the edge.

Her body arched, her eyes rolled back, and then she was squirting. Hot liquid sprayed across Elena's face, her lips, her cheeks. Elena moaned and opened her mouth wider, catching it on her tongue.

I buried myself deep in Elena's ass and let go. The orgasm ripped through me, pulse after pulse emptying into her. She clenched around me, her own body responding to the triple stimulation.

Elena screamed into the wave of Mira's release, her third orgasm crashing through her. The dildo in her pussy, my cock in her ass, Mira's squirt coating her face. Too much, too intense, and she came apart completely.

"You took all of it," Mira whispered, stroking Elena's wet hair. "Every last bit."

I pulled out slowly, watching myself drip from her stretched hole. Elena collapsed onto the bed, utterly spent, trembling through the aftershocks.

Mira leaned down and kissed her wet face, tasting herself on Elena's lips. Then she turned to me.

"Come here."

She pulled me into a kiss. Deep and grateful and full of everything we'd become to each other.

We lay in a heap afterward.

Elena in the middle, her body thoroughly claimed, her expression one of complete contentment. I held her from one side, my arm draped over her soft curves. Mira pressed against her from the other, her hand resting on Elena's stomach.

"God, I'm still so full," Elena whispered, her voice wrecked. "I can still feel you everywhere. Both of you."

Mira kissed her temple. "Now you know why I waited. Worth waiting for the right people."

Elena turned her head and kissed Mira softly. Then me. Then settled back between us with a contented sigh.

"Thank you," I said. "For trusting me."

Elena intertwined her fingers with mine. "Thank you for being worth trusting."

We drifted toward sleep, warm and safe. Mira's breathing slowed first, her body relaxing into rest for the first time in longer than I could remember. Elena followed, her fingers still laced with mine.

I lay awake a moment longer, holding them both. Outside, the Texas night was quiet. The compound was at peace.

For the first time since the collapse, everything felt right. The bed was too small for three people, my shoulder still throbbed faintly, and I wouldn't have traded any of it.

I closed my eyes.

The scream tore me from sleep.

Sage's voice, raw with terror, cutting through gray pre-dawn light.

"HELP! SOMEONE HELP!"

I was out of bed before I was fully conscious, pulling on pants, feet hitting the wooden floor. Behind me, Mira and Elena scrambled awake, reaching for clothes, for weapons.

I sprinted across the compound.

Sage was at the main gate, struggling to hold it open. She must have been waiting for Dani's return from patrol. Her glasses were still cracked, held together with tape, but I barely registered that. All I could see was what was staggering through the gap.

Dani.

Blood everywhere. Soaking through her shirt, her pants, dripping from her hands. She was barely upright, her legs buckling with each step. Multiple wounds. Multiple gunshots. How was she even standing?

Her knees gave out. I caught her before she hit the dust, my hands sliding in something hot and wet. Blood. Everywhere.

"Dani," I barked, terror waking in my chest. "Stay with me."

Her eyes found mine. Glassy with shock and blood loss. But she was alive. Still alive.

She gripped my arm with surprising strength.

"Morning patrol," she gasped. Blood bubbled at her lips with each word. "Went out early... they found me..."

"Who? The Vultures?"

She shook her head weakly. "More of them. So many more. Not just Vultures..."

Her grip tightened. Her eyes widened with the effort of staying conscious.

"They're coming." The words came out in a wet rasp. "They know where we are. You have to-"

Her eyes rolled back.

She went limp in my arms.

Elena was beside me in an instant, her hands pressing against the wounds, professional focus overriding the horror on her face.

"She's lost so much blood." Her voice was steady despite the tremor in her fingers. "I need to get her inside. Now."

Mira was already shouting orders, her rifle in her hands. "Sage! Get the ammunition. Move!"

Sage stood frozen, staring at Dani's blood on her hands. The blood that had been there when she'd helped her through the gate. Her face was white, her taped glasses splattered with red.

"Sage!" Mira's voice cracked like a whip. "Now!"

Something broke through Sage's shock. She ran for the ammunition cache, stumbling, crying, but moving.

Elena and Mira lifted Dani between them, rushing toward the infirmary. I watched them go, my heart pounding, my hands slick with blood that wasn't my own.

Then I turned to the gate.

It was still open. Dawn light filtered through the gap, gray and thin. Beyond the fence, the tree line stood silent. Still.

But somewhere out there, something was coming. Something worse than before.

I grabbed my bow from where it rested against the wall. Nocked an arrow. Stepped into the open gate and scanned the shadows between the trees.

Nothing moved. No sound except the distant calls of morning birds.

But Dani had said they were right behind her. Said there were more of them. Not just Vultures.

What did that mean?

I didn't know if she would survive. Didn't know what was coming. Didn't know if we had hours or minutes before the next wave hit.

But I knew one thing.

Whatever came through that tree line, we'd face it together.

Either Haven would stand, or I'd go down with it.
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Free Use Maid
Available on Amazon
Welcome to the Sky Villa, where service means surrender. Hired as a maid in the glittering penthouse of Las Vegas's Pinnacle resort, I quickly learned my duties went far beyond cleaning—my body became an amenity for Marcus, his elegant wife Eliza, and their powerful guests. Each encounter, from the first lingering touch during my uniform fitting to being shared at high-stakes parties, stripped away my inhibitions and awakened a hunger I never expected. In this world of luxury and pleasure, I discovered just how much I craved being the Free Use Maid.


The Free Use Nurse
Available on Amazon
Desperate for a fresh start after her divorce, Grace finds the perfect nursing job in Pine Creek—with a salary too good to be true. The reason? The female staff serve the doctors in ways that transcend medicine. As Grace surrenders to commanding Dr. Blackwood's "free use policy," she discovers pleasures she never knew existed. But when their arrangement faces exposure, how far will she go to protect the life she never knew she needed?


The Free Use Wife
Available on Amazon
Four top executives. One willing wife. When Josie's husband offers her to his executives to save their failing company, she discovers an unexpected truth—she craves being shared. What begins as sacrifice becomes addiction as she's passed between powerful men, but success comes at a price. Caught between marriage vows and darkening desires, Josie must decide how far she'll go to satisfy her newfound hunger for being freely used.


Free Use Town
Available on Amazon
After losing her job in Seattle, twenty-two-year-old Daisy accepts a mail carrier position in the remote mountain town of Haven Valley, Montana, where her revealing uniform and the community's Federal Free Use Act mean her duties extend far beyond delivering packages. As she transforms from shy outsider to the town's most sought-after service provider, each delivery becomes an opportunity to discover desires she never knew existed—until innocent newcomer Harper joins her route and Daisy must guide another woman through the same awakening that changed her life forever. Note that this novella has a very high heat rating and is lighter on plot than my other works!


Free Use Office
Available on Amazon
Desperate for work, 26-year-old Olivia Bennett accepts a marketing role at Apex Dynamics with an extraordinary salary and vague terms about "team support" and "availability." In this glass San Francisco high-rise, she quickly discovers her duties extend far beyond campaigns—she becomes an amenity, freely available to the driven men who keep the company winning. From focus rooms to boardroom deals, Olivia surrenders to her new role until her ex Daniel arrives as a senior developer and witnesses her transformation. When a hostile takeover threatens everything, Olivia must prove that pleasure drives performance and decide whether the life that set her free includes her past.


Free Use Wedding
Available on Amazon
One tropical island wedding, endless possibilities for pleasure. Bridesmaid Cora discovers Azure Resort’s free use policy, where guests are always available for pleasure. As she surrenders to the island’s sensual freedom, her boundaries dissolve and her desires awaken—especially when her ex-boyfriend witnesses her transformation. By the end of the celebration, Cora must decide whether to return home changed or stay and help others embrace the same liberation.


Free Use Flatshare
Available on Amazon
In the heart of Brooklyn, Emma Knox finds a housing solution with a single condition: be available to her flatmates on demand. Three professional men—dominant and irresistible—transform her from career-focused to willing participant with just the signal of her bracelet. As urgent desires and jealousy collide, Emma discovers her primal nature while balancing between being shared and being claimed.


Free Use Island
Available on Amazon
When anthropology student Maya is abandoned on a remote island for six weeks, she discovers the tribe's sacred tradition of women freely surrendering to men's desires—a primal custom that awakens an intensity within her she never knew existed, leaving her torn between returning to civilization or embracing a new life of uninhibited pleasure that feels more like home than anything she's ever known.


Free Use Ski Season
Available on Amazon
I came for the snow, but stayed for the heat. When a blizzard traps me at Evergreen Lodge, I discover the staff's secret tradition - "sharing the warmth" means women are available to all men. Despite my shock, my body responds with undeniable desire. Soon I'm wearing the red consent armband, learning the lodge's rules in every shadowy corner. Each encounter strips away my inhibitions until I crave being shared. Snowed in and marked, can I handle the heat that now consumes me?


First Time at the Swingers Resort
Available on Amazon
One weekend can shatter inhibitions and ignite desires you never knew existed. Riley and David thought they were escaping their routine life for a simple getaway, but an invitation from adventurous friends leads them to Elysium—an exclusive resort where clothing is optional, and every sexual fantasy is on the menu.


Free Use Swingers Spa
Available on Amazon
Frustrated with dating, Alice craves deeper connections. When her friend suggests "The Free Use Swingers Spa," Alice discovers a world where inhibitions vanish and desire rules. Plunged into intense sensuality, will she embrace this uninhibited pleasure? Follow Alice's journey of self-discovery in a place where conventional boundaries no longer exist.


Free Use Hotel
Available on Amazon
I needed a job, and the Seraphina Hotel offered good money and a unique "atmosphere" - but I soon discover this Mediterranean island resort operates on a different kind of service where staff are expected to be... available. Can I handle the constant attention and free use culture, or will I tap out before my initiation is complete?



About the Author
⚜ ⚜ ⚜


I'm Evelyn Wild. I recently crashed out of a soul-crushing office job and I'm trying my hand at writing. I've always been an avid reader, and I wanted to see if I could write about some of the things that really get my imagination going.
My stories explore themes of power dynamics, freedom, and the thrill of letting go. I'm fascinated by situations where the usual rules don't apply, and deeper instincts take over. I'm interested in exploring the intense, and sometimes challenging aspects of relationships, because that's what interests me.
This is new territory for me. I'm exploring my own interests, pushing my creative boundaries, and sharing it all with you. It's a journey of self-discovery, fuelled by a desire to break free from expectations. Maybe my stories will help you break free, too.
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