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Dark Desires

I CHECKED MY WATCH and silently recited a stream of mental curses. I was late. It had taken far too long to find the spare keys to the slave block and time was running out. If we didn’t get there before shift change we’d miss our window. I had to hurry.

A twinge of guilt stabbed at me, but I ruthlessly suppressed it. I wasn’t getting out without help, and that help came at a price. The three guards we’d convinced to join us were willing to betray the others, but only if they were able to bring along their favorites from the women among the slaves. I loathed myself for agreeing to it, but it was the only way I was going to get away.

I broke into a run then loped down the stairs two at a time. Escaping had become the primary focus of my life. Nothing else mattered. No matter how hard it was outside, making it on my own would be infinitely better than where I was now. Once I got away I’d figure out a way to ditch the others. But first I needed them to get me out of the slavers’ compound.

Theo turned as I came down, worry turning to almost comical relief.

“Did you get them?”

“Yeah.”

“Let’s go, then.”

He was the lieutenant in charge of the night watch, and he was in love with me. I’d encouraged him with whispered promises and it hadn’t been too hard to convince him that the only way we could ever be together was if we left the slavers behind. I had no intention of following through on any of those promises, but he wouldn’t find that out until it was too late. Maybe I should have felt guilty about that, too, but I didn’t. He was one of them, after all.

Theo yanked the door open and I followed him out into the night—then froze as a row of brilliant lights exploded in a blinding glare before us. My heart sank to my toes as I blinked and shaded my eyes so that I could make out the dark figures silhouetted before us.

Holden stood on the sidewalk, his expression grim and cold as raw granite. Half a dozen soldiers with rifles not quite pointed at us flanked him, guarding three kneeling men whose arms were bound behind them. They were the ones who were supposed to be waiting for us at the slave block.

“Take them,” Holden said in a clipped voice that chilled my bones.

Theo’s shoulders slumped as he counted the rifles aimed at him and realized that it was over. Two of Holden’s men disarmed him and tied his hands. Another took me by the arm and dragged me to stand beside Holden.

“Hello, Astrid. Lovely night for a stroll, isn’t it?”

I kept my mouth firmly shut. This wasn’t the time for mouthing off. Satisfied that I was under control Holden turned wintry eyes to the lieutenant.

“I’m pretty sure I know why, Theo. Got anything to say in your defense?”

With a violent effort I shook free of the hand on my arm and got as close to Holden as I dared. I had to stop him.

“It was my fault!” I blurted. “I made him do it.”

“Yeah, I know,” the older man sighed. “Just remember that.”

In one smooth motion he drew his pistol and pumped three rounds into Theo’s chest. My wannabe lover spun and crumpled onto his side to the grass with his life’s blood pumping from the shredded remains of his heart. I screamed and started towards him, but this time the hand restraining me was Holden’s and there was no breaking that iron grip.

“Don’t.”

My body shook with sobs as I watched the man I’d lured into this disaster bleed out in the yard of the house I shared with Holden. While I hadn’t even particularly liked him, I hadn’t wanted him dead.

“Holden...”

He didn’t answer. He just watched stone-faced until Theo stopped breathing. The silence around us swelled until it grated against every nerve, and then the body twitched. Dead, milky-white eyes turned to us with a mad, insatiable hunger.

“Throw him out,” Holden ordered.

I stared at him in shock as two soldiers armed with animal control poles slipped nooses around the newly risen zombie’s neck and savagely pulled it up to its knees.

“No! Please. Kill him.”

Those cold eyes swiveled down to me. “Actions have consequences, Princess. This is a lesson. Hopefully, next time you’ll think before you do something stupid that could get someone else killed.”

One of the soldiers cleared his throat. Garret Davis, Holden’s second in command and a merciless killer, jerked his head towards the three men still kneeling in the grass. “What do you want me to do with them?”

“Lock them up. I’ll think of a punishment in the morning.”

“And her?”

Holden looked at me and shook his head with a sigh. “Take her inside and put a guard on her. And make goddamned sure you pick men who can’t be led around by their dicks.”

*     *     *

I was tired, so fucking tired. Keeping the lid on this place required everything I had already. I didn’t need Astrid’s bullshit as the icing on the cake. If she’d gotten away with this it would have undermined my authority with the men, and that would lead to the whole place falling apart as the various factions squabbled for dominance.

Not that I was likely to still be around to see it.

I hated to waste men, especially when they were in such short supply, but Theo had been a necessary example. The other three didn’t matter as much. They wouldn’t get off scot-free, but at least they’d live to screw up another day.

Theo, though, had gone too far. He’d fucked with what was mine. If he’d only betrayed me I would have killed him cleanly, but he’d tried to take away Astrid. Leaving him to walk the earth as a zombie would certainly get the message across to the men, but that wasn’t why I’d done it. I wanted the fucker to rot for daring to even think about her.

My teeth ground together and I had to force my jaw to unclench. If he’d so much as touched her...

I machine gunned orders to the men still standing around then stalked inside my house. There was still a danger that we hadn’t caught everyone involved in this little conspiracy, but Garrett could handle that. Right now I had to go take care of the ringleader.

Her father and I had served in the Marines together then retired to start a small, exclusive security firm in Austin. Over the years I’d watched Astrid grow up into a lovely, bright young woman, helped her move into the dorms at UT when her dad got stuck on a bodyguard job, and then rolled in hot with her father to get her out again when all hell broke loose last December. Not long after, as Jake lay dying from a zombie bite, I’d promised him that I’d take care of her as though she was my own.

I intended to fulfill that promise.

My boots echoed loudly on the floor of the foyer and part of me protested at what they must be doing to the exquisite hardwood. The house was a mansion sitting on the side of a hill facing down onto the dark waters of Lake Travis. With the master suite and my office downstairs, I’d been able to leave the upper floor to Astrid. We ate together a few times a week, but these days we didn’t have much to say to each other so I let her keep her distance. She didn’t approve of me or what I was doing.

Too damned bad. I didn’t require her approval. Only her obedience.

I took the stairs slowly so that by the time I got to the landing my anger was under control again. The trick would be keeping a rein on my temper once she started running that lovely mouth. She’d known me long enough to be able to push some buttons. If she was smart, though, tonight she’d keep it zipped. I was not in the mood.

I nodded at the two men Garrett had dispatched to stand guard. “Downstairs. I’ll call you when I’m finished.”

I waited until they were gone then took a final deep, calming breath before I turned the knob on her door and entered without bothering to knock. It was time to clarify the parameters of this relationship so there would be no future misunderstandings on her part.

Astrid sat hunched on the edge of her bed with her head down. From head to toe she wore form-fitting black, her pale blonde hair striking against its midnight. A sudden wave of lust hammered at me and I muttered a curse. How was I supposed to keep my head around her when my cock kept trying to take over? It had gotten bad in the past three months—really bad.

I tried to put it from my mind as I hooked her desk chair with my boot and let myself settle into it. Even sitting I still towered over that tiny, seductive form. I wanted to reach out and pull her into my lap and taste those forbidden lips more than I wanted my next breath of air.

God damn it.

She looked up at me through the fringe of her hair without raising her head. That submissive pose had the same effect on my hormones as dumping a five gallon can of gas on a campfire. My cock stiffened to steel in my pants and I had to shift on the chair to make room for it. I needed to get this over with.

Keeping my voice deliberately low and dangerous, I told her, “Don’t you ever pull a stunt like that again.”

She opened her mouth to make a retort but closed it again with a snap. Good. She was learning.

“Your bullshit got one man killed tonight. It could easily have been more. And for what?”

She didn’t answer, but I caught a faint sniffle as though she was struggling to hold back tears. With luck guilt and remorse would manipulate her better than any threats I could make. I leaned back in the chair and blew out a long breath.

“From now on there will be a guard posted. It’s a waste of manpower, but you haven’t left me any choice. If you leave the house, the guard goes with you.”

Angrily brushing away a tear, Astrid jerked her head up to glare at me. “Why don’t you just move me to the slave block? That’s already guarded.”

My own anger flashed white-hot in response. “Because you’re not a slave. And you’re my responsibility. I made Jake a promise.”

“He’s dead,” she snapped. “What difference does it make?”

“I keep my promises,” I told her. “And here’s another one. If you try to corrupt my men again, I promise you will not like the consequences.”

“I don’t like any of this!”

“You’d like what’s out there a whole let less.”

She set her mouth into a stubborn line. “Anything would be better than here.”

“Doubtful.”

“And you didn’t need to do that to Theo.”

“Theo got exactly what he deserved. He shouldn’t have presumed.”

“Presumed what?”

I stared at her, her delicate features like the finest porcelain in the soft light of the lamp on her nightstand. Had that fucker touched her? Had he kissed those perfect, pouty lips? I ground my teeth so hard it must have taken off enamel.

“To take something that wasn’t his,” I grated.

“I’m not yours, either!”

Anger and desire exploded in me like a bomb going off, and my control slipped. I jumped to my feet and yanked her up from the bed, pulling her sweet body against mine.

“That’s where you’re wrong, little girl,” I growled. “Everything in this place is mine. Including you.”

Before she could respond my mouth crashed down onto hers and I took what I’d been denying myself for so long.

*     *     *

Shock held me frozen as Holden’s lips devoured mine, but it didn’t last. I should have tried to fight him, tried to push him away, but I didn’t. Instead my arms went around his broad chest and my palms gripped his back, and I found myself kissing him with a passion that answered his own. His tongue slipped into my mouth and tasted deeply, and I twined mine around it with a moan of long suppressed desire that sprang up from my core.

Even as I kissed him, in the deepest part of my mind I quailed. This. This was what I’d been so afraid of for so long, why I’d wanted so desperately to run away. Because I wanted him just as badly as he seemed to want me.

As I pressed myself up against the hard plane of his body my nipples crinkled to stiffness and I moaned again. His hands slid along my curves down to my hips and strong fingers fastened onto my ass. Between my legs a gnawing, itching ache threatened to consume me with the burning need to have him inside of me.

This was my deepest, darkest secret. In the guilty hours of the night I’d touched myself while fantasizing about being in Holden’s arms, brought myself to orgasm after orgasm while imagining what it would be like to give myself to him. In the old days it had never been more than an exciting daydream of the forbidden, but since the zombies came and Dad died it had turned into something almost obsessive.

It terrified me, because in the last six months I’d seen a side of Holden that had always been carefully hidden away by the gauze of civilization. He’d become hard and ruthless enough to gather a small army of killers and hold them together through the sheer force of his will—and the fear of crossing him. They took what they wanted and killed or enslaved anyone who stood in their way—and Holden was their leader. How could I want a man like that?

But I did. God help me, I did. And I’d never wanted him more than at this moment, only minutes after I’d watched him kill another man who’d wanted me.

I soaked my panties as his cock swelled to a hot bar of iron against my belly. He was so big, so powerful, that I felt like a doll in his arms. Strangest of all I felt safe, even though he terrified me. It was far too complicated to analyze while my head was swimming with fevered arousal and my body was screaming for the release only he could give.

With a muttered curse Holden broke our kiss and shoved me away, hard, so that I fell back onto the bed. The desire and anger in his eyes sent icy shivers trickling down my spine, but instead of coming after me he took a step back and shook his head.

“Remember what I said, little girl,” he rasped in a voice husky with denied desire. “You are mine. If anyone else touches you I’ll kill him the same way I killed Theo.”

Then he was gone and I was alone on my bed with my body still crying out for him to finish what he’d started.

I didn’t sleep worth a damn, and I wasn’t remotely at my best when someone tapped on my door the next morning. The need Holden had awakened wouldn’t subside, and hours after he’d walked away I’d finally given in and taken care of it myself. I despised myself for doing it, both for wanting him and giving into it, but when I finally came it was to thoughts of that hard, thick cock I’d so briefly felt through my clothes earlier pounding into me. Even after I fell asleep I dreamed of him, of him touching me and making me his.

Now the morning sun was way too bright and I needed coffee to clear the cobwebs before I was going to be able to function as a human being.

“What?” I barked as I yanked open the door.

A ramrod straight older man in crisp camouflage with a slung rifle regarded me coolly. Hans, Holden’s bodyguard, was almost as scary as Garrett.

“The Captain wants you to join him for breakfast.”

I bit back the first retort that sprang to my lips and nodded instead. I wasn’t going to impress this guy with my attitude, and there was no point in trying to take out my frustration on him.

“I’ll be down as soon as I’ve dressed.”

He just nodded and returned to his job of holding the wall up outside my door. I frowned as I went to find some clean clothes. Holden hadn’t been kidding about having me watched, and that guy was hardcore. I wasn’t going to get away with jack while he was on duty.

It was the middle of summer and already the morning sun was heating the air enough to bring a faint sheen of sweat to my skin. Maybe if I begged Holden on my hands and knees I could convince him to air condition the house.

Or maybe he’d find another way to distract me from the heat.

I shoved that thought firmly aside as I pulled on a pair of white shorts and a pink tank top. Screw dressing up. If I had to do this, I was at least going to be as comfortable as possible for the ordeal.

Holden was lounging in the breakfast nook when I got downstairs. As always these days he was dressed in the camo he called multicam, his face freshly shaved with only a hint of blue-black shadowing the hard planes of his face, and his glossy hair cropped short so that the flecks of gray were invisible until you got up close. He waved towards the empty spot at the table across from him, and I warily joined him.

“Thank you for coming,” he said as I poured myself a cup of coffee from the dispenser on the table.

“I didn’t know I had a choice,” I muttered under my breath.

He frowned, but decided not to rise to the bait. “We need to talk.”

“Really? I thought you said everything you needed to last night. And the guard on my door sort of speaks for itself.”

With a low growl he sat up and looked me squarely in the eyes. “Do we have to do it this way? I’d really prefer to have a civil conversation.”

“Fine,” I sighed, relenting.

“Good. You eat, I’ll talk.”

Suddenly I realized I was hungry, so I piled eggs and ham onto a plate and dug in while he gathered his thoughts. When he was sure he had my attention, he leaned back in his chair and looked into my eyes again.

“I need you to understand what I’m doing, and why.”

I shook my head. “You don’t have to justify yourself to me.” Not that he could.

“You’re right. I don’t. But I’m hoping that if you understand you’ll stop this nonsense about running away. I’d rather not have to keep you guarded day and night, if for no other reason than I can use the manpower elsewhere.”

“I’ll listen. I’m not making any promises, though.”

He pursed his lips, but must have figured that was the best he was going to get because he nodded.

“All right. You’ve been kept insulated from what’s going on outside, and things are bad. As best as my intel section can tell, ninety percent of the population died during the first part of the outbreak from the plague and the zombies. Since then half of the survivors have died. From zombie attacks, killed by other survivors, diabetics when the insulin ran out, accidents... It’s a dangerous world out there.”

I tried to hide my surprise. I knew it was bad, but hadn’t realized it was quite that bad.

“The ones still out there are scattered all over the place, alone or in small groups that make them extremely vulnerable to further attacks by zombies or hostile survivors. Projections indicate that by the end of the year another third of them will be dead. Getting the picture, yet?”

“Yeah, it’s a dangerous world out there.”

“It’s more than dangerous,” he said patiently. “We’re dying out. There aren’t enough of us left, and the male survivors outnumber the females by three to one.”

I almost choked on my coffee as I stared at him in shock. “Seriously? Holy crap!”

“We have roughly three years before the food runs out and there aren’t enough of us left to keep anything going.”

That didn’t sound right. “There ought to be enough food in the stores and warehouses to last practically forever if there are that few of us left.”

He shrugged. “What’s left of the dry foods like cereals, rice, and beans will be gone before spring, thanks to the rats and bugs. The canned goods will last a while longer, but there’s no more climate control so that will spoil after a Texas summer or two. So most of the slaves we capture are going to the small farming communities that have sprung up by Marble Falls and Burnet. The men who don’t have vital skills are going to the fields. The women are making babies.”

“Why not just recruit them? Why make them slaves?”

“They won’t come. They’re afraid, or they don’t want to do the work.”

“Shouldn’t that be up to them?”

“Three years, Astrid. If we don’t have a good handle on this in three years we lose everything. We’ll be back to being hunter-gatherers in a generation, assuming that the human race doesn’t die out completely. Even if everything goes just right it’s going to be close. We’ve already lost too much knowledge that we have no way of getting back.”

I honestly had no idea that things were so bad. “Why didn’t Theo tell me any of this?”

“He didn’t know. We’ve been keeping it restricted to my inner circle. If the rank and file knew the truth our operation would fall apart. They’re not in this to save something of civilization. They just care about access to lots of loot—and women.”

“But you told me.”

“It’s a calculated risk. I’m hoping that now you understand the situation you’ll stop trying to undermine me. And trying to escape.”

It was a seductive argument, and while it didn’t excuse the things Holden had done it made them more understandable. The problem was that I wasn’t sure I believed him. He was a killer and a slaver. Would he scruple at a lie if it served his interests?

Oh, hell no.

He’d made a promise to my dad to keep me safe. I had no doubts at all that he’d lie through his teeth if he thought it would keep me from trying to run again. The one thing I did believe was that the world outside was even more dangerous than I’d thought. But I still wasn’t sure that it wouldn’t be better, because I knew what was eventually going to happen if I stayed. The inevitability of it terrified me.

“I need to think about this.”

“Do that,” he said, sliding his chair back from the table. “I’ve got a staff meeting. We’ll talk again later.”

I watched him go and slowly slumped down in my chair. What was I going to do now?

*     *     *

As I headed to the guest house out back we were using as a headquarters I couldn’t get the image of Astrid out of my mind. The memory of her mouth and her slim body in my arms haunted me. Then she’d come downstairs barefoot in a skimpy outfit revealing far too much creamy skin that my fingers longed to caress. Her slender legs in those short shorts looked about a mile long, and I kept imagining them wrapped around my waist.

The entire time I was talking to her I all I could think about was dragging her to my bed and finishing what I’d started last night. It was going to take more than a cold shower to get her out from under my skin. I was pretty sure there was only one cure for what ailed me, and the only thing holding me back was guilt over betraying the memory of my friend.

That guilt was becoming a very, very fragile restraint when matched against the desire I felt for Astrid.

I put her out of my mind long enough to get through the staff meeting. The three men we’d captured the night before were demoted and assigned to punishment details, but they’d be able to work their way back into our good graces if they busted their asses. I needed them too badly to do anything else. As it was, I was down four men for the immediate future which meant doing some juggling and re-prioritizing. Fortunately that was Garrett’s job, which left me free to handle more important matters like figuring out what to do about a certain too-sexy-for-her-own-good girl.

I wasn’t sure she’d believed my explanation about the state of things. Trusting me was probably too much to expect. The problem was that, if anything, I’d understated how bad the situation was. With all the setbacks we’d suffered I was no longer sure that even our best efforts would succeed. But I still had to try.

Needing to blow off some steam, I headed to the range. Garrett found me there dumping rounds into targets half an hour later.

“Your groupings suck,” he commented as I finished off a magazine.

“Not enough practice lately. What’s up?”

“I’m ninety-nine percent sure that Theo only had those three working with him. So that particular problem is all wrapped up.”

I ejected the spent magazine and set the gun down. “So what’s the bad news?”

“Osborne and Lyttle. They’ve formed the nucleus of a group that wants to go in a different direction.”

“You mean I won’t let them rape and pillage at will and they’re pissy about it.”

“Yeah,” he agreed. “It’s serious, Captain. I’d love to quietly put a bullet in their heads and call it done, but they’re being smart and not doing or saying anything overtly seditious. If we took them out right now it would only cause worse problems.”

“I don’t need more problems. We’re barely coping with what we’ve got as it is.”

“I know. I’m having them watched. If anything changes...”

“Yeah, let me know.”

“Will do.” He nodded downrange at the paper target I’d been shooting at. “And you might want to practice more. I have the nasty feeling that you’re going to need it soon.”

On that happy note I headed back home to wash the gunpowder stink off of me. One huge downside of living in a zombie apocalypse is that there’s no running water. We’d set up portable field showers for the men using tanker trucks full of water from the river below, but indoor plumbing was as dead as network television. Rank hath its privileges, though, and I’d had a fifty gallon cistern installed in the master bathroom that I could use to fill the spacious garden tub when I wanted privacy. Right now I needed some time to think.

I’d barely settled in when someone knocked on the bedroom door. I set down the tattered paperback I’d been skimming and heaved a long-suffering sigh. It was always fucking something.

“I’m in here,” I called.

Astrid walked in and gave a startled squeak when she realized I was naked in the tub.

“Sorry!” she squeaked.

She was still wearing the same shorts and tank top she’d had on at breakfast and my cock stirred in anticipation beneath the tepid water. It suddenly struck me that the tub was more than big enough for two, especially if one of us was no bigger than Astrid.

“It’s okay. What do you need?”

She tried to look everywhere but at me, and a rosy blush crept up from her neck to blossom on her cheeks.

“I... Um...”

“Need a bath?” I asked suggestively.

“No! I mean thanks, but...”

The idea grew on me more with each stammered syllable. I could practically feel her against me, her skin warm and slick with soapy water. My erection swelled fully to life and strained with urgent need.

“There’s plenty of room.”

She shot me a fierce look. “Thanks for the offer, but I didn’t bring a towel.”

“That’s all right. I have more.”

I surged out of the tub and grabbed her, lifting her easily by her arms and holding her suspended over the water.

“Holden, don’t you dare!”

She squawked as I dunked her into the tub, spluttering angrily as rivulets of water poured down her face from her now-soaking hair. Before she could yell again my arms circled her to pull her up against my chest and hers slid automatically around my neck. A thrill shot through my cock as she clung tightly to me, wet and wriggling.

I hadn’t imagined it when she’d kissed me back last night with every bit as much passion as I’d felt, and I intended to rouse it again. Her face was already turned up to mine, big, blue eyes wide in astonishment and outrage. All I had to do was bend down to reach her lips.

They felt like warm rose petals caressing my mouth. Astrid’s eyes flutterd closed as she surrendered and tentatively kissed me back. I proceeded slowly with her, giving her time to get used to me and experience it fully. When she relaxed I nibbled gently on her lower lip, and then I let the warm tip of my tongue tease softly against her, leisurely tracing the outline of her mouth. With a little hitch in her breath she parted her lips and let her tongue flicker against mine, a swift taste at first, but then she returned more boldly to explore. Slowly she ranged over my lips then pressed just inside to graze the sharp edges of my teeth.

*     *     *

Holden’s broad hands shifted down to cup my bottom and pull me firmly against him. I might have been innocent, but there was no mistaking his erection poking between us. Had I done that to him? It was so difficult to imagine cold, hard Holden reacting that way to anyone.

My own reaction was every bit as intense, if not quite as visible. I shifted, drew myself up with my arms and swung my legs to wrap around his hips so I wouldn’t keep sliding away. I gasped as his hands dove beneath my tank top to roam across my water-slick skin, and Holden took that opportunity to ease his tongue fully into my mouth.

With soft, gentle licks he penetrated me, the rough top of his tongue tickling as he explored. I found myself mirroring his slow movements inside of my mouth with my pelvis, grinding myself against him over and over while my breaths turned to low moans of pleasure and the burning ache between my legs spread through my body. Gripping him hard with my thighs, my arms tightened around his neck as my pulse drummed wildly in my veins and pounded in my ears. Nothing had ever felt this good in my life.

Holden caught me as the first shock exploded through my body and held me tightly as I bucked and shook in his arms, my moans muffled by his mouth slanted across mine. Incandescent pleasure seared through me to leave me ragged and trembling, clinging helplessly to his solid shoulders while I struggled for air. Slowly, slowly it subsided and I pulled my lips from his so I could bury my face in the warm crook of his neck.

Shame at what I’d just done burned up my face, but I couldn’t seem to help myself. What was worse, I wanted more.

“Feeling better?”

I gave an embarrassed moan and nuzzled more deeply against him. “Sorry,” I whispered. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know that was going to happen.”

“Theo really never touched you, did he?”

“No.”

“Good.”

Holden drew back a little, his big hands gently unwrapping my legs from his torso then stretching out one and then the other, stroking lightly along the back of each knee and down my calves all the way to my ankles. I shivered with the delicious desire his touch aroused, and when he massaged my feet my muscles melted like butter.

His brown eyes smoldering with barely restrained passion, Holden drew the soaking tank top over my head. With that out of the way his fingertips tickled along the skin of my lower back then swept up to unhook my bra, which he flung onto the counter.

His eyes flared at the sight of my bare flesh, and I shuddered at the desire in his gaze as he drank me in. How could I have ever believed that he was cold? It was so intense that I wanted to hide so he couldn’t look at me any longer, but then his hands were on me once more and I forgot all about being self-conscious. All of my fears and doubts fled, forgotten as desire overcame everything else.

His every touch seemed to leave burning arcs along my skin. Hands cupped my breasts, squeezed lightly, and skimmed down my sides to my waist. As Holden bent to suck one firm nipple into his mouth, hot pleasure rippled through me and any last shreds of rational thought fled. The touch of his lips and his tongue scorched along my skin, and my back arched as I let out a hiss of pure rapture.

Without releasing me from his lips, Holden’s fingers slid through the waistbands of my shorts and panties and drew them down over my hips. I wiggled a little to help him and then was free, blissfully naked beneath those strong hands. His sucking and caressing quickly brought me fully to life again, until my body was crying out for the thick shaft of his manhood. I needed something there between my legs, right now. 

Hands tightened on my waist to lift me and I held my breath in anticipation. Instead of lowering me onto his manhood, though, he turned me so that he was behind me. Slowly he settled me there, nestled between his legs. I slid back against his body and let my head settle back on his chest. It felt so good, so right being there, even though logic still insisted that this was wrong.

His arms went around me, and I could feel his male hardness firm against my bottom. Hands rubbed up the slick skin of my thighs, skimmed with agonizing slowness up my sides, and cupped my tight, round breasts. Ever so softly his fingers played across my stiff, crinkled nipples, teasing until they hummed with pleasure, and I whimpered with need as my body began to tremble, pressing myself harder against Holden.

Lips nuzzled my hair and with gentle pressure tipped my head to the side.

“You feel so good,” he breathed into my ear. “You’re fucking amazing.”

Hot, wet kisses wandered behind my ear then meandered down the skin of my neck until warm waves rippled down to my toes.

“Holden”, I breathed.

“Shhh.”

One hand left my breast and disappeared into the water between my legs. I gasped and jerked as fingertips grazed the taut, aching skin at the root of my furrow. I almost exploded out of the water. God. How did he know to touch me right there, precisely like that? It was as though he knew my body better than my own fingers did.

Sparks sizzled through my lower body and I trembled deep inside until my fingers dug into the solid mass of Holden’s thighs. Oh, god—was that me moaning that way? For a second I worried again what he must think of me, but his fingers soon banished those thoughts—or any others. There was no room for anything but that bright, swirling bliss, until like a bursting dam it broke free inside of me and released the unbearable tension. My thighs clamped around his hand and I flung myself back against him to whimper as the shocks rolled on and on.

*          *          *

I held her while she came, her body molded to mine so I felt each movement, every quiver as she shook and shuddered. Fuck, the intensity of it. It had been years since I’d had anyone so responsive. Only iron control had saved me from following her, and that wouldn’t have done at all. When my turn came I intended to be balls-deep in her tight, virgin pussy—an experience neither of us would ever forget.

As her breathing returned to normal I slid back from her and stood up, water streaming from my body like rain as I stepped out of the tub and reached for my towel. As soon as I’d swiped most of the water off I turned and held up a dry towel for Astrid.

“OK, out,” I said.

“But I like it in here,” she said dreamily.

“I’ll make it worth your while.”

Her head swiveled to stare up at me in disbelief. “Again?”

“Oh, yes, Princess. Again. And again.”

She popped out of the water so fast it sent a spray of drops flying all over the bathroom. With a laugh at her newfound exuberance, I wrapped the towel around her and patted her dry, all the while trying to ignore my body’s increasingly insistent desire.

I’d been dying to take her for months. That lithe body had me hovering right at the edge, and if I wasn’t careful I was going to have a problem. Tossing the towel aside I couldn’t resist taking a moment to look at her, to admire her graceful curves and smooth, flawless skin. I intended to touch and lick every inch of that delectable little body. Astrid flushed at my attention and looked away.

“You don’t have anything to be embarrassed about,” I assured her.

“It’s just that...”

She’d never been naked with a man before, I finished mentally. Well, she was going to have to get used to it. I was moving her down to my bed and she damned well wasn’t going to wear pajamas. Nothing was going to get between us.

She didn’t resist as I swept her into my arms and carried her to the bed, but as I placed her on the thick gold and green comforter I saw a tinge of uncertainty creep into her eyes and her body grew tense. It wouldn’t last, though. I would see to that.

Rather than climbing up next to her I sat at the edge of the bed and took hold of one finely shaped foot. With slow, deliberate movements I massaged her, now firmly, now softly, rubbing from her Achilles tendon all the way down to her toes. After a while she uttered a quiet purr of contentment and her taut muscles unclenched. I continued until her eyes closed, and then I bent lower and flicked my tongue under the pad of her middle toe.

She flinched and gave a little moan, eyes flying open in surprise, but I simply moved to the next while continuing to knead her soft flesh with my fingers. One after the other I licked those adorable little toes, her foot grasped firmly to keep her from jerking it away. A quiver crept through her leg as my mouth moved to her instep and I alternated caressing her with my lips and my tongue.

“Oh god, that tickles!”

“Does it?” I murmured.

I grinned to myself. I hadn’t even gotten started, yet.

*          *          *

I couldn’t believe what he was doing to me with his mouth. Slow, sweet strokes of his velvety tongue sizzled across my skin until I was so lightheaded and breathless that it was a struggle to remember my own name. None of my muscles wanted to work; my eyes drooped closed and it took an effort just to breathe. Slow waves of prickling fire washed over my entire body and I floated on them, rocking against his mouth now as the tension within churned and bubbled like the magma below a volcano, until the pressure and heat became searing.

And then he stopped.

“Holden,” I whimpered.

His weight shifted on the bed, and as I opened my eyes he pulled himself up over me, his legs and lower body still resting between my thighs. Warm, brown eyes simmered with his own burning, but there was a smirk on his lips that broadened when he saw the torment on my face.

“I think you’re just about ready.”

Ready for what? Did it even matter? “Yes. Please.”

He guided himself to my entrance, the tip of his erection nestling just at the opening. Slowly he leaned forward until the head pushed inside of me. My whole body vibrated with the wild craving to have him inside of me, to feel his weight on top of me. The tip worked in a bit further, and further still, and I gasped a little as I felt myself stretching.

Nothing in my life had prepared me for this, but Holden was patient and allowed me time to adjust and get used to the strange, new sensation. Finally he paused as he met the obstruction he had apparently expected, and lowered his face to brush his lips across mine.

“Hold on, Princess.”

Biting my lip I grabbed on to him and held my breath as he pushed forward. All at once the resistance gave and I tore—a quick flash of pain that made me jerk as though I had been stung. The feel of him moving inside of me, of my walls stretching to fit his thick hardness, overwhelmed the rapidly fading burn of it, though, and in only moments I didn’t feel the pain at all any longer. There was only spreading warmth and the satisfaction at having that achy hollowness between my legs filled at last.

Holden was looking down at me with a possessiveness that should have scared me silly, but instead my arms tightened around his back to hold the heat of his muscled body against me. Slowly he began to move, only a little at first, but as I relaxed into it he sped up with his pelvis smacking against my swollen clit. In no time at all I found myself right back at the brink, hovering just above the edge of that glowing abyss and gasping for each breath as electric tension coiled low in my belly. His mouth crashed down onto mine and even though I could barely breathe I responded by instinct, kissing him back with the pent-up passion of all those years I’d spent dreaming about this exact moment.

I lasted only a couple of minutes with him inside of me before my back arched and I cried out against his mouth. Bliss so intense it was almost pain wracked me, and muscles clenched and blood pounded through me as I soared high and drifted slowly down, wrung out and limp, but still holding onto him with all my remaining strength.

Holden followed not long after, his muscles straining as he shot his cum into the depths of my quivering tunnel, hoarsely growling my name before he sagged against me.

Panting slightly he dropped to my side, his eyes still glazed with passion. When he pulled me into his arms and the heat of his body wrapped around me, I snuggled in and let my eyes close. Just for a minute. Just until I caught my breath.

*     *     *

I left her sleeping in my bed, absurdly pleased with myself that she was where she belonged at last. I still had work to get done, though, so I dressed quietly and went to my office. Hans, my bodyguard, didn’t say a word as I walked by him. Only the slight crinkling of the weathered lines around his eyes gave away the amusement he felt at the situation.

The phones didn’t work, but the computer at my desk was hooked up to a generator and was connected with the other computers at our base through a local area network our tech guys had rigged up. Like just about everything else we had, it was kludgy and slow, but it mostly worked so at least we weren’t reduced to going back to paper for everything.

Another load of slaves was ready to go to the farms, including five new women. I pulled up the personnel spreadsheets to see where they’d do the most good and who was available to take them. Only our most trusted soldiers were used to ferry women around. They were too valuable to risk with men who might be tempted to sample the merchandise before delivery, or even worse run off with it.

I’d long since stopped feeling guilty about the situation. At the farms they’d be sold to the men running the operations, and I doled them out carefully so that no one had more than a single woman. It served as an incentive to keep the men on the farms and gave them a stake in the future. Tough for the women, but not as bad as the forced labor the male slaves had to look forward to. Besides, from what I’d seen most of them fared far better in their new lives than they had scrabbling by in the city.

I looked up as the front door opened, and a moment later Garrett stomped into the office with a scowl on his face.

“Who pissed in your Cheerios?”

“We’ve got a problem.”

“We always have a problem,” I sighed.

“Yeah, but this one is above my pay grade.”

He waved his hand to someone in the hall and stepped out of the way to let one of the guards through. I ignored him to focus on the girl who came with him.

Her hands were zip tied behind her, but she managed to look defiant despite that and being surrounded by guys who could have broken her in half as easily as breathing. She would have been pretty—really pretty—if she hadn’t been so covered in grime.

The problem that had Garrett’s panties in a bunch was that she was a kid.

We seldom found kids below sixteen or seventeen. The zombies hadn’t left many. This one was on the other side of that, thirteen or fourteen if I had to guess, but old enough to get the guys interested. Shit. Just what I needed. I blew out a breath and leaned back in my chair.

“Cut her loose.”

She rubbed her tingling wrists without appearing grateful at being released. I guess I couldn’t blame her. God only knew what she thought we were going to do to her. Luckily for her, I had very firm rules about that. My guys did not play with little girls, not if they wanted to keep their junk intact, and I couldn’t sell her to the farmers for the same reason.

“I’m Captain Lewis,” I told her. “What’s your name?”

“Lily,” she replied grudgingly, as though she regretted every syllable.

“How old are you?”

“Fourteen.”

I turned to Garrett. “All right, you can clear out. I’ve got this.”

When Garrett and the guard disappeared the girl relaxed a fraction. I stayed seated behind my desk without making a move towards her.

“No one is going to hurt you,” I told her. “I know you don’t believe me, but you’ll see. How did they pick you up?”

She studied me for a bit then shrugged. “I was sleeping in an apartment and they saw the open window.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Alone?”

“I’ve been with my brother, but he’d gone to get more water.”

I frowned as I mulled it over. If we could find him, I could get rid of her. In the meantime I was stuck with her, and there was only one truly safe place for her on the base.

“All right, Lily. I’ll pass the word with the sentries to keep an eye out for your brother. If he comes looking for you, you’re free to go with him.”

Sharp brown eyes studied me with naked skepticism. “Really?”

“Really. Now, I want you to go with a friend of mine. Astrid,” I added hastily at the sudden alarm in her eyes. “Her dad was one of my men. You’ll like her. Come on.”

I kept my distance from her as I circled around the desk and led the way out of the office back to my room. If I could keep her from being spooked long enough to hand her over to Astrid, she’d probably be okay.

*     *     *

“You want me to what?”

I couldn’t believe I’d fallen asleep in Holden’s bed. Suddenly the whole thing seemed like much less of a good idea than it had when my clothes first came off. And now he was asking me to... What, exactly?

“Take care of Lily.”

I blinked stupidly. Apparently sex scrambles the brain.

“Who is Lily?”

A girl stepped around Holden and held up one hand in a tentative wave. I blushed and dragged the comforter up to cover myself before I got a good look at her. She was terribly young, and suddenly I understood.

“Sure,” I agreed, trying to keep my voice bright. “Hi, Lily. I’m Astrid.”

“I’ll leave you two to get acquainted,” Holden said, then fled.

I didn’t blame him. The kid had to be scared out of her mind about what was going to happen to her. Crap. What was going to happen to her? Holden could have given me a hint.

“Did they just find you?” I asked.

“Yeah.”

“Give me a sec to get dressed.”

I hoped I wasn’t blushing too badly as I hopped out of bed and gathered my clothes. I’d heard of the Walk of Shame, but I never expected to be strutting it in front of a stranger like this.

As I pulled on my clothes I studied her. Thirteen, maybe? Then I caught a whiff of her. Ick. That jumped straight to the top of the list of what to do with her.

“Want a bath?” I asked her.

“A bath? A real bath?”

“Yeah. The water isn’t hot, but I’ve got body wash, shampoo, conditioner...”

A hint of a smile broke through the skepticism. “I would kill for a bath.”

“Come on, then.”

I led her upstairs where my room and bathroom were. Lily stared around in obvious approval.

“Nice place.”

“Yeah. It’s the Captain’s. Now, anyway. He lives downstairs and lets me have upstairs mostly to myself.”

She gave me an odd look. “Aren’t you his...”

I blushed again. “His slave? No. He and my dad were best friends, and when dad got killed by a zombie Holden—the Captain—promised him to take care of me.”

“Really?”

That one small word contained paragraphs of judgments and questions I wasn’t about to answer. Most of them I didn’t know the answer to myself.

“It’s complicated,” I responded lamely, “but I’m not a slave. I’m guessing you aren’t going to be one, either, or he wouldn’t have brought you to me.”

“He told me that if my brother showed up looking for me that I could go with him.”

I kept my doubts as to the likelihood of that happening to myself. No one in his right mind was going to come anywhere near this place—not unless he had a death wish or some freaky desire to be a slave, anyway.

“Well,” I said, “he’ll be happy when he sees you’ve had a bath.”

That earned me a wry smile. “That bad, huh?”

“Yeah. It’s bad.”

I got her tub ready, then while she was scrubbing up I dug through my drawers for some clean clothes. I started to pull out the same kind of shorts and tank top I was wearing, but froze as I imagined her in them. The whole place was crawling with very bad guys who rarely got close to anything female. Sending her out in those would be like waving raw steak in front of a pack of starving pit bulls.

Quickly I shoved them back where I’d found them and located a pair of light pajama pants and an Imagine Dragons t-shirt instead. They wouldn’t be too hot but, would cover up a lot more of her. Since I was taller they were a little too big for her, which was even better. Satisfied, I laid them out on the bed and tried to figure out what I was supposed to do with her.

When she emerged from the bathroom wrapped in a towel the answer to that question was obvious. She wasn’t at the death camp survivor stage, but her bones were far too prominent for a healthy girl her age.

“Hungry?”

“Starving. Not quite literally, but close.”

“Let’s go see what we can find in the kitchen. While you eat you can tell me about what you and your brother have been doing. Afterwards...” I pondered for a moment. “Xbox?”

She froze with one leg in the pajama pants and stared at me in shock. “You have an Xbox? That works?”

I nodded. “And a Nintendo Switch.”

“I think I’m going to like you.”

I laughed. “I hope so. Now lets go get you some food.”

*     *     *

My bed felt empty without Astrid in it. I’d had every intention of making her presence there permanent, but our new guest had shot that idea to Hell. Until I had a room set up for Lily—with a guard on it—she was staying with Astrid. Truth be told, she probably felt safer there anyway. Which did nothing to assuage the insatiable need I felt to have my lovely young blonde lying beside me.

I punched my pillow and rolled over. I’d slept alone since before the zombie outbreak. A few more nights wouldn’t kill me. Assuming I could get to sleep, anyway. I stared up in the darkness at the ceiling and tried not to think about our encounter earlier in the day. Somehow I’d get her alone tomorrow while Lily was occupied with something else. With that mental promise, eventually I dozed off into a fitful sleep.

In the early morning hours the sound of gunfire jerked me awake. I sat up in bed, my hand automatically reaching for the automatic under my pillow. With its comforting weight in my hand I strained my ears to figure out what was happening.

Gunshots at night weren’t unusual. The sentries often had to pick off zombies at the fences, or which had somehow made their way up the winding road to the gates. Most of the time they only needed a few shots to get the job done, and the base returned to sleepy silence until morning.

More shots followed, scattered at first and then someone emptied a magazine on full auto. That was close—way too fucking close to be at the fences. Something else was going on. Adrenaline dumped into my veins and I rolled out of bed to grab my clothes. As I was pulling on my pants the door opened. The gun in my hand was pointing at the intruder before I realized what I was doing.

“There’s something going down at the barracks, sir” the guard at my door told me. “Garrett is on the radio.”

“I’ll be right there.”

I finished dressing in a flash and grabbed my M-16 from its place by the bed. As I ran down the hall to my office a sense of dread settled around my heart. Theo had been fairly popular among the men. Killing him might have given other malcontents an excuse to start shit.

I really hoped that it was nothing worse than a breach by a zombie horde.

“Lewis here,” I barked into the radio. “What’s going on?”

Garrett’s voice crackled back. “I think Osborne and Lyttle are making their move. I’ve got reports of men from their squads shooting sentries and barricading the other barracks.”

Fuck. That wasn’t good at all. “How many men do you have?”

“Just the night fast reaction team, plus the guards at the armory. It looks like the others either don’t know what’s happening or are waiting to see who winds up on top.”

There were seven of us in the house, not counting the girls, all men that I could depend on. I did a quick mental calculation and didn’t like the answer. I couldn’t conjure more men out of thin air, though. The best way to keep Astrid safe was to put an end to this before it consumed us.

“I’ll bring four of mine and meet you behind the armory in five.”

“Roger that.”

I clipped the radio to my belt and turned to Hans. “You and Doug stay here and guard the girls. Block off the stairs and hold the second floor. I’ll be back soon.”

“Yes, sir!”

The others were all waiting out in the hall, heavily armed. They’d heard the conversation and their faces were grim.

“We’re heading to the armory,” I told them. “Harry and Steve take point. Let’s move!”

We charged out into the night and I tried not to think of Astrid. Now was not the time to get distracted. Small bursts of gunfire boomed all around us in the darkness, but the lights were out and I couldn’t tell who was shooting at whom.

“Someone cut the generator,” one of my men muttered.

I hadn’t realized until then that the big generator had fallen silent. My house had its own, and the downstairs lights shone across the hillside like beacons to guide any unfriendlies straight to it. I whipped the radio up to my mouth as I ran.

“Hans, get the lights out. The base generator is down.”

“Roger, Captain.”

Our base was a cluster of mansions and utility buildings on the hilltop, all surrounded by double rows of chain link fence built strong enough to keep groups of zombies out. The armory was a split level house harder to get to than the others, and we had to scramble through thick brush and half crawl up a steep slope to come at it from the back side. The advantage of doing it that way was that no one from the other buildings would be shooting at us.

“It’s us, Garrett,” I called out in a low voice as we approached.

“Don’t shoot at them, you idiot,” Garrett’s gruff voice came from a pool of shadow near the back door. “It’s the Captain.”

“What’s our status?” I asked.

“I sent Sergeant Towers to the east barracks. He and the men inside were able to catch Osborne’s guys in a crossfire and drove them off. Our people are sweeping around the other side of the hill now.”

“Good job.”

A flurry of shots erupted on the far side of the hill. Probably Towers making contact with Osborne’s force. I had no idea which of us had more men. It didn’t matter. We had to win. Any other alternative was unthinkable.

“Shit.”

I lifted my head at the muted curse. An orange glow flared in the sky to the south, then another, and I groaned as I realized what it was.

“They’ve fired the other barracks and the power plant.”

“That means they’re falling back to the west barracks,” Garrett said.

Maybe we still had a chance to pull this off. Slim and getting slimmer, but a chance.

“Get everybody together. We’re going over the top. We need to take the radio van, then we’ll be able to hit them from the flank while Towers has them pinned down.”

The others fanned out to either side of me and Garrett. My pulse had slowed as the fear and adrenaline were subsumed by the calculating coldness that had taken over. It was time to show these fuckers that they’d picked the wrong day for a coup.

*     *     *

I’d been in the middle of a very interesting dream about Holden when a movement on the bed beside me snatched it away. I cranked open one eye and saw Lily sitting up with her head turned towards the window.

“What’s wrong?”

“I heard gunshots.”

“Probably just sentries killing a zombie that wandered up here. Go back to sleep.”

But then I heard it, too, and it wasn’t like normal. Something was going on. A cold chill crept into the pit of my stomach. Where was Holden?

“Stay here,” I told her as I grabbed my robe and headed to the door.

Hans, Holden’s bodyguard, was coming up the hall as I peeked out.

“Get in your room and stay there,” he ordered brusquely.

“What’s wrong?”

“That shit with Theo got some of the men stirred up.”

“Where’s Hol—the Captain?”

“Out trying to stop it before it gets totally out of hand.”

Wracked with guilt and fear, I ducked back into the bedroom. This was my fault. They were shooting at each other and Holden was out in the middle of it, all because of me.

What if he got hurt? What if he got killed? How could I live with myself if I was responsible for him dying out there?

Of course without Holden’s protection my life wouldn’t amount to much, so I wouldn’t have to suffer for long. Suddenly I remembered Lily and felt another wave of fear. Whatever happened to me, what happened to her would probably be worse.

“Lily, get dressed,” I told her.

“What’s going on?”

“Some of the men are fighting each other.”

She was a bright kid. She figured it out quickly. “Oh, shit.”

“Exactly. Get your clothes on.”

I pulled on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt then decided to add a long-sleeved plaid shirt to the ensemble. It was too hot for a summer night, but if we had to make a run for it I would have a little extra protection and might be able to pass for a guy at a distance.

For a while the gunfire seemed to die down and I started to relax, but then Lily pointed out the window.

“Look.”

Orange-red flames climbed high into the sky where someone had lit one of the nearby houses on fire. As my eyes adjusted I saw the same glow coming from around the side of the hill. I had a sinking suspicion that Holden was far too late to stop things from getting out of hand.

The shooting began again, up towards the crest of the hill, and we ducked below the window. When I peeked over the sill I could see the bright flashes through the trees. I had no idea who it was or who they were shooting at, but it couldn’t be good. It was too damned close to us.

Holden had left his own bodyguard and probably others to protect us, but I didn’t feel safe. I wasn’t going to feel safe until I saw him again and felt his arms around me.

A loud crash came from downstairs and we both froze, staring at each other with eyes wide in terror. Seconds later all the lights went out.

“Get in the closet!” I whispered.

“What about you?”

“If they get in, they’ll be looking for me. They may not know about you. Now hide.”

I had a .45 automatic on my dresser that Holden had given me, and he made sure I practiced with it. I wasn’t going to win any medals, but I could take down a man-sized target at a reasonable distance if I needed to. I gripped its weight in palms sweaty with fear and crouched behind my bed, waiting.

It felt like forever but couldn’t have been more than seconds before my door crashed open and slammed into the wall with enough force to shake the windows.

“Come out now and you won’t get hurt,” a deep voice said.

I aimed the pistol at the doorway and held my breath. As soon as I saw movement I squeezed the trigger. The gun bucked hard in my hands and someone in the hallway cursed.

“Listen, you little bitch, our orders are to take you alive. But if you get hurt in the process nobody’s going to give a shit.”

I didn’t know what to do. If they wanted me badly enough they’d get me. I had a single pistol with eight—no, seven—rounds that I couldn’t waste. They had rifles with thirty round magazines and could just shoot through the walls until they hit me. And if they did that, they might hit Lily as well. The only thing going in my favor right now was that the man had said they wanted me alive.

They took the choice away from me. Something flew into the room and a moment later the whole world exploded in light and sound.

I couldn’t see or hear, and the gun slipped from my hands as I tumbled back from the bed and fell hard against the wall. My head was ringing, and at first I didn’t even feel the hands on my arms yanking me roughly upright.

“She’s not hurt,” a voice penetrated through the ringing in my ears.

“Too bad.”

Something slammed into the side of my face like a sledgehammer and I sagged in their arms. Between the dizziness and pain I couldn’t think straight, but the blindness was fading to an afterglow and my nose was working fine. Something was on fire.

“Come on. Let’s get her out of here.”

As they hauled me out of my room I saw a single body sprawled in the hallway near the landing. Someone had cut Hans’ throat. Holden was going to be pissed.

Somehow I managed to get my feet under me well enough to make it down the stairs without falling, and then we were out in the night air. Whenever I stumbled, the hands on my arms dragged me mercilessly along until my feet caught up again.

All of the lights were out, so we staggered through the darkness until we got to the house next door, on the far side of the ones that were burning. They shoved me inside where a man with lieutenant’s tabs on his camouflage outfit was talking into a radio by the light from a portable lantern.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” he snarled at the men with me. “You didn’t even restrain her?”

“She was so groggy after the flashbang that there wasn’t much point, LT.”

“Well, do it now. There’s a chair in there,” he said, jerking a thumb towards a room off the foyer. “Make sure she can’t get loose. She’s our bargaining chip if something goes wrong.”

“You said nothing could go wrong,” one of the men muttered.

“It isn’t my fault Osborne didn’t take Garrett out like he was supposed to. Just make sure she can’t get loose. She’s yours after this is over, so if she escapes you’re the ones who’ll miss out.”

Bile crept into the back of my throat and I gulped it back. The thought of anyone but Holden touching me made me want to throw up, and I could only imagine what these two would do to me if they got the chance.

A steel hand on my upper arm propelled me into a small drawing room where a single heavy, wooden armchair sat in the middle of the room. With practiced skill the two used zip ties to secure my wrists and ankles to it. Once they were satisfied they stood back to leer at me.

“Don’t go anywhere, sweetheart,” one of them said. “There’s gonna be a party later and you wouldn’t want to miss it.”

“Oh, you’re gonna be the life of the party,” the other promised.

My throbbing face convinced me to swallow the retort that sprang to mind. I didn’t want to get hit again. There would probably be enough of that soon enough.

They disappeared and shut the door behind them, leaving me alone in the dark. I gave it thirty seconds then carefully tested my bonds. Unfortunately those two had known what they were about, and I could barely even wriggle. There was no way I was getting loose without help.

I closed my eyes and tried to calm my hammering heart. This was bad, very bad. When I opened them again my vision was almost back to normal, and I could make out the vague shapes of a couple of small sofas and tables along with a pair of bookcases flanking the door. I didn’t see much to work with. Why couldn’t it have been like the movies where someone conveniently leaves a knife on the edge of a table?

Since I couldn’t do anything else, I held my breath and strained to hear what was going on around me. Muffled voices murmured through the heavy door, and in the distance the staccato rumble of guns firing continued in an almost constant ebb and flow of thunder. Somewhere out there Holden was still alive, still fighting, and he’d come for me. I had to believe that. It was all I had left.

After what seemed like hours, shouting from beyond the door snapped me out of my torpor. Something was happening. The shooting was much louder, now, coming from the back and front of the house at the same time. With a groan I scrunched down in the chair. I knew good and well that walls don’t stop bullets—Dad and Holden had demonstrated that when they were teaching me to survive in the early days. One stray round and I was toast.

I did the only thing I could think of. I started rocking.

The chair was heavy so it was hard to get it moving, but after a minute I had a rhythm down that got one side off the floor, then the other. I flung myself as hard as I could against my restraints until finally it tipped over. The chair hit with a loud bang and my head bounced off the floor hard enough that I saw stars for a couple of seconds, but at least I was mostly out of the line of fire—I hoped.

The people outside were firing on full automatic, now. It was a waste of ammo, but they probably had plenty to spare. Several bullets tore through the wall high above me, tearing chunks out of the drywall and smashing the glass in a hanging picture frame. I closed my eyes and wished I could at least cover my face.

More shouting came from the front of the house, and something smashed at the front door. Someone emptied a full magazine right outside my room and then the night went silent. Through the crack under the door I could see flashlight beams glowing on the polished floor outside.

A moment later Holden burst through the door like an avenging angel, the barrel of his rifle swinging right and left to sweep the room for enemies. When he was satisfied that it was empty except for me, he bent down and sliced through the zip ties with a knife that looked as big as a machete.

“Are you all right?”

I flung myself in his arms and wrapped myself around him as though I was never going to let go again.

“I’m fine. What’s happening?”

“No time. We have to get out of here. Can you run?”

I looked down at my bare feet. “Not very well.”

“Climb on my back.”

He dashed outside with me clinging to his shoulders and my legs wrapped around his waist. Two men were waiting just past the front door with their rifles pointed towards the darkness.

“Garrett?” Holden asked them.

“He didn’t make it.”

“Fuck. Come on.”

Holden set off down the slope at a run that suggested he could see in the dark. I glanced behind me as he ran and saw flames pouring out of the upstairs windows of the house we’d shared.

“Lily!” I exclaimed.

“What?”

“Lily is in there!”

“Even if she’s still alive, there’s nothing we can do for her. We have to get out of here right now if we’re going to live through this. All of the men who just died are going to start coming back any time now.”

We tore through brush and hedges, down stony slopes and more than once I thought we’d end up falling headlong down the hillside, but somehow Holden kept on his feet. I don’t know how he did it—I could hardly see a thing in front of us. Behind us the firing kept on, more sporadically now, and I was just glad to be leaving it behind.

Finally we stopped at a house near the foot of the hill. The two men with us fanned out and checked to make sure the corners were clear before we went around the side to the garage. One of them opened the first bay and went inside. While the other got the second door open the first began tugging at a huge tarp to reveal a black Hummer which gleamed wickedly in the pale moonlight.

“Get in,” Holden ordered.

With both garage doors opened I could see the twin to this car sitting beside it. The two soldiers headed for it.

“Good luck,” Holden called out to them.

“You, too, Captain.”

“Where are they going?” I asked as I climbed inside.

“Dallas. Hitchens has family there.”

Had family, he meant. “What about us?”

“Garrett and I planned ahead in case we needed to bug out in a hurry. There’s a place outside the city where we can go, at least for a while.”

As soon as I was belted in Holden hit the gas and we shot out of the garage with a squeal of spinning tires. There were zombies on the road, only a few so far, but all the noise and the fires now blazing on the hill were sure to draw hundreds more soon. I held onto the grab handle for dear life as the car lurched and bounced to avoid the staggering forms.

When we were clear of the last of them I relaxed a little. We were headed west, and Holden kept to the back roads where there was less danger of cars blocking our way. From what he’d said I guessed he’d been this way before and knew what to expect, so I tried to stop worrying. We were both alive, and that was what mattered.

My pulse slowed and the panic subsided, leaving in its wake a fierce gladness to be alive coupled with guilt over abandoning Lily. Was she still alive? If she was, what was going to become of her trapped there with those men and half the zombies in Austin headed her way?

I just couldn’t keep my mind on her, though. I was alive, and so was Holden, and I was overwhelmed with the need to feel his arms around me so that I could believe this was real, that we really had survived I needed to feel alive.

The last houses had disappeared in the distance and there was nothing before us but empty road when it became too much.

“Stop here,” I said.

Holden looked at me as though I’d gone crazy. “What?”

“Stop the car.”

He slowed and stopped in the middle of the road.

“What’s the matter?”

I popped the latch on my seatbelt and slid next to him. “I need you.”

Before I could ask he had me in his arms and his mouth settled on mine. Our tongues collided, twisted and slid in mindless passion while my hands clutched his shirt to pull myself still closer to him. He kissed me until I was drowning in warm, golden bliss and I wanted it to go on forever. When our lips finally parted Holden didn’t let me out of his arms.

“I thought I’d lost you,” he said simply. “I thought they’d taken you from me forever. I dropped everything else as soon as I saw the lights go out at the house.”

“You came for me.”

I shed the two shirts and wriggled out of my jeans. I had to feel his hands, his skin on mine, or I was going to curl up on the seat and cry.

Fingers thrust between my legs to touch my panties and I shivered as the tips brushed against me and came away wet. I don’t even know when it happened, but somehow I was soaked.

“Fuck,” he growled. “If I’d known you’d react like this I would have taken you into a firefight months ago.”

I didn’t want to talk. What I wanted was for him to touch me again. Thank god he seemed to have the same idea.

A delicious thrill shot through me at the hunger in his eyes as they roved over my bare legs. His palm slid slowly up my bare skin, fingertips tracing lines of cool fire along my inner thighs. With a little whimper I moved against him; I needed him, needed the feel of his fingers on my moist, pulsing flesh. When he brushed against the satin of my panties again I shuddered and ground myself against him.

“Please, Holden,” I begged in a little moan.

“Not yet,” he said as his nails scratched lightly across the thin fabric. “I want to watch you touch yourself. Show me how you do it.”

“Holden!” I gasped.

The idea was more than a little embarrassing. It seemed like such a private thing, but when Holden looked at me like I was a mouse about to get pounced on I found myself getting even wetter and I was ready to do anything he asked.

Hesitantly at first, I opened my legs open wider and pulled aside my satin panties to reveal the moist, pink skin beneath. Holden’s hand returned to my thigh as I spread my lower lips and ran a single tentative finger between them. A long, gasping shudder gripped me at the first touch on my throbbing clit—I was so turned on by that point that I was already close to bursting.

I felt so wanton—so dirty—doing this in front of someone else, and for a second I wondered how many other girls he’d asked to do it before me. But as my fingers flitted against the stiff knot of my clit, the pulsing between my legs intensified until I lost myself in it, oblivious to his smoldering looks, uncaring of what else might be going on around us.

My focus drew in on my fingers, their tips slippery now with my moisture as they slowly kneaded and swirled across my engorged flesh. The muscles in my belly and thighs tightened as surges of pleasure burned through me and I let my head fall against the back of the seat.

I was moaning now, and little drops of my nectar ran down from my soaking tunnel to squish between my bottom and the seat cover while I rocked my hips against my fingers. Holden’s hand still lay on my thigh, his grip tense as his own excitement grew. I felt his eyes on me as I moved my hand lower so my middle finger could press more deeply inside. Turning my head towards him, I looked him straight in the eyes as I slowly pulled my finger out and brought it to my mouth, just as he had done the day before, my tongue darting out to taste the tart, bitter fluid covering it, and then deliberately slid it between my lips to suck it clean.

His breath caught and his fingers tightened on my thigh. “Jesus, Astrid,” he rasped, his eyes still fixated on my mouth.

My fingers dove back between my legs and I writhed against the seat. “Do you like watching me?”

There was a deep indrawn breath and a shaky little laugh. “Oh, yes.”

I closed my eyes again, letting myself float on the waves of pleasure coursing through me as my fingers danced. Too much. I needed to slow down. I presented him with two glistening fingers.

“Taste.”

His eyes alight with desire, he licked and sucked greedily at my outstretched digits. It was strangely erotic. Hell, the whole near-death situation had gotten me more worked up than I had ever been in my life.

“I love the way you taste, the way you smell,” he moaned as I pulled my fingers from his mouth. “I want to get between your legs and lick you until you come all over my face.”

“Later. Right now it’s my turn,” I told him.

I rolled over and slithered between his stomach and the steering wheel, under the arch of his arms, my face only inches from his crotch. When I got myself situated I ran my fingers down the generous bulge before me to trace the length of his iron-hard shaft through his pants. Was it really only yesterday that he’d touched me for the first time?

Holden twitched a little as I touched him. Apparently he was sensitive, too.

“Keep an eye out for zombies,” I warned him.

Leaving that part to him, I went to work on his zipper. It took me a few seconds working in those tight confines, but then his manhood popped free from his pants as though it was spring-loaded, the purplish head almost smacking me in the face. I wrapped my hand around the hot, rigid shaft and stroked it lightly.

“I wanted to come to your bed so bad last night,” I whispered.

“Is that so?”

I gave the head a long, slow lick, swirling my tongue all the way around it. “After what you did to me yesterday? I wanted more.”

“Astrid,” he started, but his voice trailed off into a deep moan as I wrapped my lips around his manhood and swallowed half his length in one swift motion.

Although I’d never done this before, I’d seen videos of this on the internet. It had always seemed a little gross, but right now I craved him—the taste and feel of him—everywhere. I was half out of my mind from shock and adrenaline overdose, and all I could think about was having Holden inside me.

Smooth, soft skin flowed against the wet velvet of my mouth, pulsing softly against the top of my tongue. As I grew accustomed to him inside of me I began sucking him while I slid my tongue in lazy arcs along the sides of his shaft. Slowly, trying to be extra careful of my teeth, I took him deeper. He was thick, so big that my jaw hurt a little from trying to stretch around him.

Lengthwise there was no freakin’ way I was going to handle him—not without practice. I’d seen videos of that, too, but there was just too much of him for me to deal with all at once. Holden didn’t seem to mind, though.

I got as much of him as I could into my mouth then slowly bobbed my head up and down on his upper shaft while I continued to stroke the lower end with one hand. He became slippery in my fist as he grew wet from my spit, and I gradually sped up my motions on both sides until I was working him like a machine.

He shifted under me, thrusting his pelvis up to give me better access, and one hand came down to bury itself in my hair. With gentle pressure he made me slow down again into a regular, deep rhythm that matched his own breathing. At that more relaxed pace it was easier going and I found myself going further down on him than I’d thought I could.

Warm saltiness drifted down my tongue and the musky smell of Holden’s growing arousal was strong in my nostrils. His excitement spurred my own, and all at once the aching itch between my legs swelled to a crescendo. I couldn’t wait any longer.

I pulled back, letting him fall from my mouth with a final, long suck that left him gasping. As the head slipped between my lips I gave it a little kiss, and then I crawled back across the seat and sat up. Holden stared at me in such shocked surprise over what I’d done that I let out an almost hysterical giggle.

I turned in the seat so I was facing him then eased my right leg over his lap—avoiding his member which still stood rigidly at attention. Holden got the idea and moved his arm so I could wiggle myself so I was straddling him. For a moment I looked down deep into those dark, liquid eyes and a fresh prickling ache lit off between my legs.

“Take me,” I whispered as I settled against his chest.

I was kneeling above him on my knees now, my head resting on his left shoulder so my sore right cheek wouldn’t get bumped, his arms low on the steering wheel around my waist. Lifting my bottom a little, I reached behind me and felt around until I got hold of his still-slippery shaft and aimed it at my entrance.

With a series of little moans as he pressed inside, I eased myself down until I had completely impaled myself on him. When I finally sank all the way against his thighs Holden let out a long hiss of breath between his teeth.

“You feel so fucking amazing,” he growled into my ear.

I was too busy biting my lip to keep from coming right then and there to respond; I just squeezed him as tightly as I could with my inner muscles to let him know I had heard him. He felt so good inside of me, filling and stretching me perfectly. I nestled up snug against his broad chest with my face buried against his neck, breathing in the smell of sweat mixed with gunpowder.

We were both far gone now, and my hips began moving of their own accord in a gentle rocking motion while I squeezed down on him with everything I had each time I took him fully inside of me. The friction on my clit was incredible, and it was all I could not to explode right away while I worked on him.

After all the teasing and foreplay he didn’t last long. Only a couple of minutes passed and then he shuddered against me, his breath hot and steamy against my ear as he groaned my name. I let myself go too, then, burying his steely member as far up me as I could and grinding my clit against him until I exploded in my own release.

We drove until dawn was a golden glow behind us, first along the highway and then down a tiny farm road that wound through empty fields. After about ten minutes Holden turned off onto a worn, dirt road lined by thick stands of oak and mesquite, which led to a sprawling ranch house tucked away in a dark patch of tall elms.

As he turned off the engine, Holden pulled a pistol from his belt and handed it to me.

“There’s one in the chamber,” he warned. “Stay here.”

With his rifle held ready he circled the house, checking the doors and windows. When he reappeared he motioned for me to join him at the front door, which he unlocked and pushed open.

“There’s a well out back, and enough food and supplies to last us until spring.”

It sounded wonderful, almost surreal. Then the words three years pinged around the back of my mind.

“But what about your plan? What about the farms and what you said would happen in three years?”

He gathered me in the crook of one arm and pulled me against him.

“The world is just going to have to take care of itself. I got you back, and I’m not ever going to risk you again. You’re mine, little girl, and that’s all I give a damn about.”

Then he led me inside to show off the new house. Our home.

*     *     *

Sometime during the fall I got pregnant. There was always plenty to do around the house, but since sex was by far our favorite pastime the only wonder was that it took so long. Holden is worried about having the baby alone here with no help, but I’d rather do that than take a chance at going back out there.

The zombies don’t come here, and the odds of any survivors stumbling across us way out in the middle of nowhere like this are so slim that I don’t worry about it. We’re safe, and I intend for us to stay that way. Especially Holden. He broods sometimes, despite his protests that he’s happy with our quiet life in our little haven. He’s worried about what’s going to happen in a few years, about what’s going to be left of the world.

I try not to think about that, or anything else going on outside of our little bubble. Except sometimes, every once in a while when I remember that awful night, I wonder what ever happened to Lily.

The End

Keep reading for a sneak peek at Desperate Measures, another HUNGER zombie apocalypse story. If you would like to be notified whenever I have a new release or sale, sign up for my newsletter.
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Sneak Peek: Desperate Measures

“TAYLOR, COME ON.”

I paused, then grabbed one last pair of shoes from the rack. The others were already at the doors and were climbing through the broken out pane of glass we’d used to get into the store. I really needed a new pair of sneakers, though. The bottom part of the sole on my right one had come unglued and was flapping every time I took a step. These weren’t my size, but they were close enough that they might do until I could find a better pair. If you’re being chased by zombies the last thing you want is for your shoes to fall apart.

“Taylor!”

The irritation in Ted’s voice snapped me upright, and with a guilty pang I realized that my delay was putting everyone else in danger. Each second they were out on the street in the open meant more time for a zombie to spot them.

With a sigh I dropped the shoes and scooped up my pack, making sure that my machete was still securely attached to the side. I’d never used it and hopefully I never would, but I felt better with it there. When I started towards the door the gunfire began.

The silence shattered into chaos as a seemingly endless crash of shots erupted from outside the front of the store, only slightly muffled by the glass doors and windows. Another burst followed, and I dropped to one knee with my heart pounding. A few of us had guns, but nothing that would shoot like that.

“The rest of you drop your weapons and freeze,” a stern voice commanded.

It wasn’t a voice I recognized. Someone else was out there. Someone who was shooting at the others in my group. Several shadowy figures appeared outside the doors—men in camouflage with guns. They looked like soldiers, but soldiers wouldn’t have shot at us, would they?

Terror overwhelmed me and I scooted back, keeping low until I was out of sight of the doors, then I ran as hard as I could for the shadowy back end of the store. I felt a pang of guilt at abandoning the others, but what was I going to do against guns like that with nothing but a machete? The guilt vanished as quickly as it had come, swept aside by the voice in my head screaming at me to get away, to find a way out before they came inside looking for me.

I searched along the rear wall until I found a door between the meat and dairy sections. Locked. In panic I ran along the long line of glass cases of spoiled milk and butter looking for another exit until I got to the racks of eggs, and then stopped so fast that my sneakers squeaked on the polished floor.

I flung open the door to one case—there was an opening behind it. Without stopping to consider whether there might be zombies back there I crammed my pack through then shoved aside Styrofoam cartons so I could wriggle through the lowest shelf.

It was pitch black in the room beyond, but I didn’t care. I felt my way along the walls until I found a partially open door that led to what I guessed was a storage area at the very back of the store. Carefully I edged around stacks of plastic crates until I hit another wall, and then tiptoed along for another couple of dozen feet. I didn’t dare trip and make any noise.

Finally my fingers landed on another door, this time one steel with a push bar. I took a deep breath and made sure that I had a firm grip on my pack before shoving against the bar as hard as I could.

The door sprang open and the sudden flood of summer sunlight almost blinded me. At the same time an alarm began to shriek in the darkness behind me. Terror of being discovered seized me again, and I took off running across the alley behind the store and squeezed through a gap in the fence. A minute later I pushed through a hedge and found myself in a subdivision with no end of places to hide. An army would have had trouble finding me in there.

I was safe—but totally alone for the first time since the outbreak.

For the next two days I crept from one hiding place to another, moving steadily away from the store where my friends had been killed or captured. I had no desire to run into the men who had ambushed them.

On the other hand, being alone sucked. With my group there had always been plenty of eyes to check in all directions for zombies. Now there was just me, and I was constantly terrified that I’d miss one until it was too late. However miserable my life was, I wasn’t ready for it to be over, yet.

I sprinted across a lawn and crouched behind the corner of a fence. I’d run out of food and had no choice but to go scavenging. The houses all around me offered no hope—I wasn’t about to risk breaking in and finding myself face to face with the zombie Brady Bunch. Instead I was skirting the edges of the subdivision on the lookout for a store that hadn’t been completely looted.

I hated the exposure of being on the open street. I felt like a mouse in a world full of hungry cats. Rabid, extremely hungry cats. Every step outside left me shaking with fear, but I had to have food. Not to mention I still needed another pair of shoes.

Late in the afternoon I hit the jackpot—a long strip mall with a shoe store and a convenience store on the corner across the street. Convenient. I decided to go after the shoes first. I could live without food for a few days if I had to, but if my shoes gave out I’d be in serious trouble.

Someone had already pried the door open. It was a pull rather than a push, so I figured it was probably safe inside. Zombies aren’t very bright, and pulling on a door doesn’t seem to be part of their highly limited repertoire.

In the men’s section empty boxes and tissue paper lay scattered among piles of shoes that had been dumped onto the floor. Whoever had done it had left the women’s shelves alone, though. I was bound to find something—another pair of sneakers or maybe some light boots.

I would have killed for the $400 Danner hiking boots I’d left sitting back in my dorm room when the National Guard evacuated Texas State University. They were leather, waterproof, light, and had extra ankle support. Exactly what you want in the middle of a zombie apocalypse, and they might as well have been on Mars.

I searched shelves, but there was nothing like that here. It had to be sneakers, then. Something in my size, sturdy, and not too hideous. I was already filthy, sweaty and my hair was disgusting. I owed myself a cute pair of shoes.

After a couple of minutes I found some Nikes—screw it, I didn’t have to watch my pennies these days. When I took off my shoes to try them on, though, I curled my lip in disgust. Ugh. I desperately needed new socks. I found a nice, thick pair on the display racks by the door and sat down on a bench to strip off the old ones. Before I could get the first new one over my toes, the shop door opened.

He was a very big, scary guy, I guessed thirty-ish, wearing black cargo pants and a faded gray t-shirt. My eyes skipped right over all that to settle on the giant fire axe gripped in his hands, and I squeaked despite myself.

He was looking right at me. Slowly he lowered the axe and leaned it against the sales counter, then raised his hands palms out.

“Hey. Sorry I scared you. I won’t hurt you.”

I was a teenage girl alone in a world with no friends, no police, no one to call for help, and a severe shortage of women. Somehow I couldn’t bring myself to believe him. I glanced down at the machete still attached to the side of my pack and wondered if I could get to it before he got to me. Probably not.

“I’m Zack. Are you by yourself?”

Oh, shit. He didn’t know I was alone. When he figured it out he’d know he could do anything he wanted. I scooted an inch closer towards my backpack.

Continue reading Desperate Measures…
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