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Devil’s Bargain

IT WASN’T EVEN NOON YET and I was already drenched in sweat, despite wearing nothing but a pair of panties and a flimsy tank top. Summer in Texas is brutal at the best of times. Spending it with no air conditioning in a stuffy room with a single window that you don’t dare open more than a crack has to be worse than prison.

On the pallet next to mine my little sister, Erin, sprawled listlessly, staring at the ceiling with an unread novel propped open by her pillow. She’s sixteen, four years younger than me, and the whole end of the world thing hit her hard. I couldn’t really blame her, but her being checked out most of the time has made life rough on me.

I felt a pang of fear as I watched her. Erin was normally thin anyway, but now her ribs and collar bones stood out sharply against skin that seemed too tightly stretched across her slender frame. After doing the Post-Apocalypse Diet for six months we were both ready for roles as extras in Oliver Twist.

You’d think that in a world where practically everyone died overnight that there would be plenty of food to go around. Scattered within a few miles of us were dozens of stores, their shelves loaded with every kind of canned and dry food imaginable. All around us stood hundreds of houses and apartments with stocked pantries left for the taking when the owners died or turned to zombies.

But to get to them you had to go out, and every time we left our refuge it was a risk. Zombies roamed the streets day and night, and often the other survivors were even more dangerous. I’d seen them steal and kill, heard them rape in the early days when there were more people around.

In a world where there are no police and the people still alive are free to live out their sickest, most degenerate fantasies, you can’t be too careful. Especially if you’re a pair of teenage girls.

The bad news was that we were out of food again. All that was left of our stash was a sad pile of empty food containers and water bottles in the corner. We were going to have to venture out again today while we still had the strength to do it.

There wasn’t any good news.

I got up and dug around in the pile of bedding for my pants.

“Erin.”

My sister didn’t react. She often didn’t.

“Erin.”

Her head turned a fraction of an inch towards me. “What?”

“It’s time to move.”

“I’m not going back out there.”

“We either find another place or starve to death here.”

“What difference does it make?”

The hell of it was that I didn’t have an answer for her. What was the point of going on like this, of living like hunted animals where everything else saw us as prey? We were just living day to day until something finally caught up with us. And then we’d die anyway.

“Mom wouldn’t want us to give up.”

That roused her enough to glare at me. “Mom’s dead.”

“But we aren’t. And she’d want us to stay that way.”

“Whatever,” she mumbled.

But she climbed to her feet and shoved her book into her backpack. I counted it as a small victory. A lot of days I couldn’t even get monosyllables out of her.

We didn’t have much so it didn’t take long to pack. Traveling light was safer, even if it meant that we had to do without a lot of things that might have come in useful. Mostly we just gleaned whatever we could from the houses we squatted in, and hoped they had enough of the basic necessities to let us stay a while before having to move on again. At first we’d tried staying in one house, but we could only carry so much and having to make a bunch of trips ferrying scavenged supplies back there was too dangerous. Now we migrated from house to house like a couple of frightened locusts.

It took both of us to move the heavy dresser from where we’d shoved it in front of the door then together we crept down the stairs to the front door. Even small noises will attract the zombies if they’re close by—or other things even less pleasant. The front of the house was clear so we crept out onto the porch to survey the street.

As we left the safety of the house I kept a firm grip on the thick-bladed butcher knife I’d liberated a couple of months back. Every now and then we came across a gun someone had left behind, but neither of us knew anything about guns and we didn’t dare try shooting them to figure it out because of the noise. Erin had a knife as well, but in her state I doubted she’d be much good with it. If we stumbled across a zombie we couldn’t run away from I was going to have to deal with it myself.

My gaze swept up and down the street looking for a likely target. Houses with boarded up windows were no good; there were almost always zombies inside. Two story ones were best because we could barricade ourselves in an upstairs room at the back of the house and open a window where no one was likely to spot it. We’d already moved through most of the houses on the street that were viable, though, which meant we were going to have to head towards the edge of the neighborhood near the main road.

I bit my lip as I considered our options. I would have been happier staying away from the entrance to the subdivision. Any scavengers coming from outside the area would hit those houses first, but every second we were out in the open looking for something safer we were running a risk. Damned if you do, damned if you don’t.

With a shrug I headed for a two-story brick McMansion half a block away that had no cars in the driveway. If the owners had been gone when things went to Hell in a bucket there might be more food left for us.

Bent double to keep ourselves as hard to spot as possible we jogged towards it, passing yards that were overgrown tangles of weeds burnt yellow by the harsh summer sun. Waves of heat rose off the pavement and by the time we reached the driveway our clothes were drenched with sweat.

“Front or back?” Erin whispered.

I glanced around the corner of the garage. There was no lock on the gate.

“Back,” I decided.

The rusted latch squealed alarmingly when we opened the gate, but we darted into the back yard and closed it behind us so quickly that nothing could have spotted us. A broad oak tree shaded the back of the house and kept the waist high weeds from growing too close to the porch. At least we’d be able to get to the back door without being eaten alive by chiggers.

To my disappointment the blinds and drapes were closed so there was no way to see inside. The house was like a surprise package that might blow up in your face when you opened it. At some point you just have to accept some risk, though. I started to reach for the door handle when Erin stopped me.

“Emily, wait. There’s a pet door.”

I stared at the flap in the window. “Help me find a stick.”

After a little poking around we found an old broom in the grass, and I used the tip of the handle to slowly ease the flap up. Erin knelt a couple of feet to the side where she could peer into the gloom while staying safely out of reach of anything lurking inside.

“I don’t see anything,” she whispered.

I glanced around and my eyes settled on a plastic bucket by the porch with some rusty gardening tools stuffed into it. “Toss in that trowel.”

Erin lobbed it in and it skittered loudly across the tiled floor before banging into a cabinet. Although we strained our ears we heard nothing else.

“What do you think?” she asked.

“It’s clear. If there was a zombie in there it would have reacted.”

“I’m going to try to fit through the door.”

I started to object, visions of something grabbing her while she was halfway in screaming through my mind, but I let her go ahead. It would make less noise than breaking out a window.

Six months ago she couldn’t have done it, even with her slim build. Now it only took a little squeezing and wriggling before she landed on the kitchen floor. A moment later she had the back door open and we were both scanning the rooms for any sign of danger.

Aside from a thick layer of dust it looked as though the owners had just stepped out. There was no smell of death or the corrupt stink of zombies who had been cooking inside all summer. Still, we had to be careful.

The open floor plan made clearing the lower level quick and painless, and the front door was still securely locked. My heart was in my throat when we climbed the stairs, though, and I almost peed my pants when one of the boards gave a loud creak under my foot. One by one we checked the rooms, but they were all as deserted as the rest of the house. As we went back out onto the open area the owners had used as a game room I allowed myself a sigh of relief.

“We’re good,” I said aloud.

“Unless they’re hiding in the attic waiting to pounce on us,” Erin replied in her best spooky voice.

A shiver ran down my spine and I punched her lightly in the arm. “Don’t even joke about it.”

“We’re living in a horror movie,” she said. “The hot girls always get killed first.”

“Then why are we still alive?”

“Have you looked in a mirror lately?”

I rolled my eyes. In the zombie shows we used to watch they never mentioned how there’s no running water and no way to bathe, or how bad you start to smell, or how yucky your hair gets. You try to do what you can with bottled water and baby wipes, but that only goes so far—especially in the summer.

“You’re still hotter than I am,” I told her. “Just remember that I don’t have to be able to outrun the zombies, little sister. I just have to be able to outrun you. Let’s go check out the pantry.”

As it turned out we’d hit a gold mine. The kitchen was stuffed full of canned and dry food that the mice hadn’t gotten into yet, and we discovered even more stacks of canned goods and gallon bottles of distilled water. There was chocolate, melted from the heat but still edible, and sealed containers of tea and coffee.

“Carbs,” Erin breathed in ecstasy, holding up an unopened bag of  sour cream and onion chips like she’d found the Holy Grail.

“Are you crying?”

“Shut up.”

“All right, let’s see what else is here. There’s enough water in the garage that we can afford to use some to wash up, and I want to put on some clean clothes afterwards.”

Before we could move my stomach tried to tie itself in knots at a sudden sharp noise from the entryway. It was the unmistakable crash of breaking glass.

Erin grabbed my arm so hard I was going to have bruises the next day. “Emily!”

“Quiet!” I whispered back harshly.

There was no time to get out the back without being seen. All we could do was duck into the garage and hope that whoever it was didn’t look too closely there.

For an eternity of terror we huddled together in the dark behind the dubious cover of a deep freeze. The front door opened and closed again, and heavy, booted footsteps thumped faintly through the house. I held my breath as the steps came closer, praying that whoever it was would go upstairs and give us the chance to make a run for it.

When the doorknob rattled and turned my heart sank down to my stomach then began trying to beat its way through my ribcage. Beside me Erin tensed shrank further back against the wall.

Light, startlingly bright in that blackness, spilled into the room as the door swung open, followed by the blue-white glare of a flashlight. Unable to help myself, I started and flinched back as the beam swept across my foot.

I found myself staring up at the barrel of a gun a foot from my face. Erin squeaked in shock and I pushed myself in front of her.

“Please, don’t s-shoot!” I begged.

The dark shape of a man took a step back and the gun shifted a couple of inches away from my nose.

“I almost shot you!” a deep voice accused. “What the hell are you doing in here?”

“We were h-hiding,” I stammered. “We didn’t know w-what to do. We weren’t sure w-who you were.”

I was babbling, but I didn’t care. Tears sprang to my eyes as I realized that we might not die after all.

“Is it just the two of you?”

“Yeah. Just me and my sister. Erin.”

He took another step back. “All right. Come out of there and into the kitchen.”

Obediently we did as he said, and when I got my first good look at him I began to wonder if we were safe after all. He was dressed in dark camouflage that made his large frame even bulkier, and had a rifle with a scope slung over his shoulder in addition to the pistol still ready in his hand. Dark hair had grown shaggy in the past months, and while he didn’t have a full beard he hadn’t shaved in a while. Fine lines creased the edges of his cool blue eyes as he studied us.

Even with my very limited experience I could tell that this was one very hard, dangerous man. And we were totally at his mercy.

“Are either of you armed?” he demanded.

My knife was the only thing standing between him and my little sister, but what good was it against his guns? I slowly held it out to him, hilt-first.

“Just this.”

He stared at me as though I was a not very bright child. “I don’t need it.”

Unsure what to do, I drew it back and stuck it in a pouch of my backpack. We hadn’t seen another living soul in months and I didn’t know how to react to him.

Well, part of me did. Even at the end of the world my hormones seemed to be working. Rough and dangerous he might be, but some long-unused places were very aware that the guy was hot. Way too old for me, closer to my dad’s age, but still hot.

“I’m Emily,” I said lamely. “This is Erin.”

He shrugged, dismissing us as beneath his interest. “Whatever. You need to be more careful about where you scavenge.” His gaze went to the knife in my pack and he shook his head. “And for God’s sake get yourself a gun.”

I stared in shock at his back as he turned and headed for the front door. That was it? People were an endangered species now, but he wasn’t even going to spend five minutes saying hello?

Another thought struck me, and I hated myself for it. This house had enough supplies for a while, but for how long? How long until we were scrounging again on the verge of starvation? I darted a look at Erin, so painfully thin and wan. How long was she going to hold on with no one but me taking care of her and nothing to ever look forward to?

That broad back kept receding, and something twisted hard inside of me. I couldn’t let him go. We needed him.

“Wait!” I called. “Don’t go.”

He turned slowly and cocked his head to look at me without speaking.

“Stay here,” I ordered Erin.

“But what—” she started to argue.

“Just do it,” I hissed.

I walked down the hallway to where the man waited. My throat tried to close up and it was hard to breathe. He got scarier the closer I got.

“Take us with you,” I said in a voice pitched low enough I didn’t think Erin could hear. “Please.”

He huffed in surprise. “Why would I do that?”

“We need you. We aren’t going to make it on our own.”

One eyebrow lifted. “But I don’t need you.”

“Maybe not. But you never know.”

I could tell I was losing him. He really didn’t need us. Desperation made me foolish and I blurted out the first thing that came to mind.

“I will do anything if you take us with you.”

“Right. You girls take care, now.”

“I mean it,” I insisted. “Anything. My little sister is going to die. I can’t let that happen.”

His eyes narrowed and he cast a glance over my shoulder at Erin. Finally he nodded.

“My name’s Gavin. Fill your packs with whatever you can carry from the pantry and come on, then.”

*     *     *

Second thoughts didn’t begin to describe what I was having as I led the two bedraggled girls out of the subdivision and back towards my place. I’d been on my own for a long time and getting by just fine. I needed two dependents like I needed a hole in the head, and my instincts told me these two were going to be nothing but a huge pain in my ass.

How they’d survived this long I had no idea. From the looks of them they’d only been holding on by their fingernails for quite a while now. The younger of them was skin and bones, and when I looked into her eyes I caught the same thousand yard stare that I’d seen back in the Marines on guys who’d been on the line too long. That one was about ready to check out of everything.

The older one, though. Give her a couple of cheeseburgers and a bath and she’d be downright dangerous. Especially to a guy who had been without anything female around for way too long. While I could take care of that need solo, it was definitely better as a team sport. Emily could make a great mixed doubles partner.

But not permanently. The rational side of my brain knew better. You scratched that itch and moved on with life. I couldn’t imagine hooking up permanently, especially with a girl as young as Emily. If she was more than twenty it couldn’t be by much.

Still, I had to admit that the possibility was intriguing. And my cock definitely approved.

Despite my doubts about their ability to survive, I had to admit that they weren’t completely hopeless. They stayed low when they moved, silent and sticking to me like twin shadows. They had survived this long, after all, when so very many hadn’t. With a little help from me maybe they would make it when it was time for them to move on again.

I led them out of the subdivision and along a back way I’d worked out to keep off of the main streets. Beyond a small strip mall it was a quarter of a mile walk down a two lane road that ran through the middle of a nature preserve. The woods weren’t very thick and even with our packs it was an easy walk through to the house I’d picked out.

My old house had been in an upscale subdivision, and due to its location and endless windows had been both a target and completely indefensible. I’d found the new place only a couple of miles away from there and over the course of a month had lugged over everything I wanted to keep.

“There it is,” I told them in a low voice.

The nondescript two story house sat at the very back of one of the older residential areas, accessible only by a single street that twisted through the neighborhood or by foot through the woods. The sparse houses around it had all been built in the 1960s and had seen better days so the zombie population was low, as were the odds of anyone choosing this area to scavenge when there were much better pickings nearby.

I’d added a gate to the back fence so there was no need to ever go around to the exposed front of the house. I opened it with a mocking flourish and gestured for them to go in.

“Wow.”

Emily stared in surprise at the array of solar panels I’d installed in the back yard. I’d risked three trips in my work truck to bring over all the hardware, but it had been worth it. It wasn’t like being on the grid but I had enough power for some basics, at least during the summer.

“I used to be an independent contractor,” I explained. “I know how to build things.”

A narrow path led through to the back door, which I’d replaced with a heavy, solid slab of oak backed up by steel rods that would stop anything short of a battering ram. I unlocked the deadbolt and waited for the girls to go in so I could secure it behind us.

At the sound of the heavy steel rods sinking home a look of fear crept into their eyes. It wasn’t hard to figure out what they were thinking. If I turned out to be one of the bad guys, they were in trouble.

Luckily for them I wasn’t. At least I didn’t think I was.

I turned on the lights and pointed towards the kitchen.

“You can put the food down there on the counter. We’ll put it away later.”

They did as I said, casting wary glances back at me while they emptied their packs. I shed my own pack and hung the rifle by its strap from the hook by the door. My belt with the ammo pouches and knife followed, and I allowed myself to relax a fraction. I’d made it home again.

All the windows had blackout curtains to keep any light in, so I went through the living room to light the hurricane lamps I kept there. I’d found a good stock of oil during the spring and using them saved electricity for other things.

The girls had stayed put in the kitchen, which I hoped meant that they’d be decent guests who wouldn’t poke around without invitation. Maybe this wouldn’t be as much of an annoyance as I’d thought.

“Have you ever used a propane stove?” I asked.

They both shook their heads.

“I’ll show you later. There’s plenty of food in the pantry. Refrigerator doesn’t work, but I keep it full of bottled water. There’s more in the garage, and if you see the fridge needs to be restocked I am not the maid. Come on.”

They followed meekly as I went upstairs. All the windows up there had been painted over in pale gray that mimicked curtain backing to make doubly sure that no one could see the lights. For the first time I got a reaction from Erin when she saw the gaming setup at the top of the stairs.

“It works,” I assured her. “Games are in the cabinet by the love seat. The hall bathroom is right there. If you need to flush, dump a gallon of water into the tank. Try not to do it more than you have to. There are extra jugs in this room,” I said, motioning towards the door, “but it takes a lot of work to haul it upstairs so go easy. The master bedroom is here, and you two can share this room.”

It was the smallest of the three bedrooms upstairs and I’d been using it as a catch all for things like extra toilet paper, towels, and bedclothes.

“We’ll fix it up,” I told them as I caught the dubious looks they were giving the room. “There are a couple of double beds in the garage. A couple of nightstands and lamps and it will be livable.”

I hadn’t missed the look of surprise tinged with fear Emily shot me when I mentioned the beds. Something about that look sent my hormones surging into overdrive and my cock stiffened instantly erect. I blinked away a sudden vivid image of her curly, reddish brown hair clenched in my fist while her lithe body writhed beneath me.

Maybe I had a little bad guy in me after all.

“Erin, why don’t you go check out the games while I show Emily the rest of the house?”

Emily gave a barely perceptible nod to her little sister’s questioning look.

“Master bedroom,” I said as I opened the door. “Don’t come in here unless I tell you to. Master bath and closet.”

Her eyes widened when she saw the rows of gleaming guns I’d stashed in there along with my clothes.

“Emily.”

Wide, green eyes turned up to me with a deer in the headlights expression that made me think that she was ready to bolt. It was time to clarify things, and make sure she understood what was going to happen here.

“There’s an indoor range about two miles from here. I’ll take both of you and teach you how to shoot. If you’re going to stay alive you need to learn. I’m showing you these because I don’t want you two poking around in here when I’m gone. Until you know what you’re doing you’re more liable to kill yourselves with them than anyone else. Got it?”

She nodded, the tip of her tongue flickering nervously over her lips. And just like that I was rock hard again.

Slowly I moved towards her until our bodies were almost touching. Emily shivered, but didn’t move away when I slid one arm around her narrow waist and drew her against me. Damn but she felt good. It had been way, way too long. I gave her a minute to get used to it then eased my other hand up her back until my fingertips found the bare skin of her neck. She shivered again, the movement sending ripples of desire shooting down to my cock.

Keeping my eyes on hers I lowered my face until I could feel her breath warm against my mouth. Her body tensed in my arms and I felt her pulse racing. For a moment I’d forgotten how young she was. How much experience did she have? From her reactions I guessed it wasn’t much.

Ever so gently I brushed my lips across hers, savoring their rose petal softness. A little gasp escaped her as our mouths met and I began to kiss her. For a moment she stiffened, but gradually she relaxed in my embrace. When she began to kiss me back I teased my tongue along her lips until she opened for me.

She was hesitant at first, unsure, so I took my time and let myself enjoy the buildup. As our tongues explored and teased Emily got braver. Her breathing sped up and her tongue slid against mine with a passion that surprised me.

My cock was so hard it was almost painful and I wanted nothing more than to tear off her clothes and bury myself in her tight heat right there on the floor of the closet, but I knew better. While she had returned my kiss eagerly enough once she got started, it was obvious that I’d been right about her being inexperienced.

Despite the protests from my straining cock I broke our kiss and took a step back. Emily’s face was flushed, her nipples peaked under the thin fabric of her tank top. Fear warred with confusion in her eyes when I made no attempt to take things further.

“That’s a good start,” I told her softly. “I think I’m going to be very glad I made this deal.”

“That’s good,” she replied in a shaky tone that sounded like she wasn’t sure at all.

“And as much as I’d like to continue this and find out for certain, there’s just one problem.”

She tilted her head to the side with a quizzical look that was sweetly adorable. “What?”

I wrinkled my nose. “You need a bath. Bad.”

A blush rushed to her face. “Oh. Sorry.”

I laughed and reached over to touch her hair. “I’ve been there, Emily. Plenty of times when I was in the Marines. There’s soap and water in the hall bathroom. Why don’t both of you wash up then come down to the kitchen and get something to eat? You could use a solid meal. Afterwards, once you’re feeling more up to it, we can pick up where we left off.”

She wouldn’t look at me. “All right.”

“I’m going to go see what I can come up with for dinner. Come down when you’re ready.”

*     *     *

My legs were wobbly as I stumbled down the hall to where Erin sat engrossed in a game.

“I’m going to take a bath,” I told her.

She stared at me as though I’d been speaking in Latin or something. “A bath.”

“Yeah. You can go after I’m done.”

“We can actually take a bath?” she asked incredulously.

“Yes. I’ll be back soon.”

She wrinkled her nose with much the same expression Gavin had. “Take your time.”

“Brat.”

“Takes one to know one, Stinky.”

The light in the bathroom didn’t work, but there was a lamp which I lit with trembling fingers. I closed the door, but didn’t bother locking it. What was the point? If Gavin wanted to come in, he would.

I stripped off my clothes and kicked them into the corner. Ugh. The best thing to do with them would be to give them a decent burial. I’d run around the house naked before I put them on again. Gavin would probably like that.

With a frown I pushed that thought aside and dumped three gallons of water in the tub. It wasn’t much, but as I sank into the tepid water I felt as though I’d died and gone to Heaven. I hadn’t had an actual sit down bath in months, and I luxuriated in the feel of being able to lather up and scrub all over.

Which brought the memory of kissing Gavin screeching back to mind. My nipples were still hard and aching, sensitive to the slightest touch, and the moisture between my legs wasn’t all from the bath.

I hadn’t been kissed often, and never like that. After Dad died Mom had relied on me to take care of Erin, which meant that dating happened about as often as Christmas. Then the zombie thing happened and I had other things to worry about. On the few occasions that the thought of guys did cross my mind it was too depressing to linger on, and I’d pretty much resigned myself to dying a virgin.

Somehow I didn’t think that was going to be a problem anymore.

When I’d told him I’d do anything, I’d meant it. And I’d understood what it meant—or at least I thought I did. But after that kiss I wasn’t so sure. I’d thought that I could just lie there and endure whatever it was Gavin wanted to do to me. I hadn’t counted on the way he’d just set my whole body alight with desire like I’d never even dreamed of before. I’d gotten totally lost in the moment, forgotten zombies and Erin and everything else. It terrified me.

But I was a little bit disappointed that he’d stopped, too.

What would it be like? What would it be like with him?

Before the zombie outbreak I wouldn’t have considered getting together with a guy as old as Gavin in a million years. Now, though, the circumstances had changed. I wasn’t going to meet some cute boy in college at a mixer, or over drinks after work. The odds of me meeting anyone who wasn’t dead and trying to eat me were slim to none.

And it wasn’t as though I’d be settling. The guy was hot, and seemed to get hotter the longer I was around him. Even aside from the effect he had on my hormones, he was everything a girl caught up in a zombie apocalypse could ask for. He was smart, tough, knew how to handle himself, and was capable of providing things I’d never be able to get for myself. Power? Lights? Not to mention that I was actually taking a bath in a tub without worrying that at any second I’d have to make a run for it without my clothes.

I felt safe. For the first time since this whole thing had started I wasn’t terrified—at least not of zombies.

A tap on the door jarred me out of my reverie.

“Yeah?”

The door opened a few inches and Gavin’s arm snaked through to set a folded pile of cloth on the counter.

“I brought you a bath robe. Figured you wouldn’t want to put those dirty clothes back on after your bath, and you’re probably not too keen on the idea of wandering around naked.”

“Not really. Thanks.”

“Not that I’d mind,” he added so mischievously that I could actually hear his grin through the door.

“Why am I not surprised?”

“There’s one for your sister, too.”

As he closed the door and I listened to his footsteps going back towards the stairs I shook my head in bewilderment at the situation. It was like I’d stepped into some alternate universe where I was safe and clean and I could flirt and even get kissed. It wasn’t real. It couldn’t be.

I rinsed off and dried myself with a fluffy towel that looked and smelled brand new, then belted the plush, terrycloth robe around my waist. For the first time in months I felt human again, but when I looked in the mirror a stranger stared back. It was the same face, but the things that I’d seen and endured in the past few months had left their mark on it so that I was no longer the same.

And I had no idea who I’d be after tonight.

When I went down the hallway Erin was gone and the game console was shut off. My stomach tightened in a moment of panic before I heard the voices downstairs. I’d hardly let her out of my sight since all of this started and whenever she wasn’t close by I got a little freaked out.

The scent of food—real food, cooked food, not just something dumped out of a can—wafted up to me. My stomach growled and saliva pooled in my mouth. Quickly I padded down to rejoin them in the kitchen.

“Feel better?” Erin asked.

“You have no idea. What is that smell?”

“Beef in gravy with rice and fresh bread,” Gavin replied.

I stared at him in disbelief. “No. Freakin’. Way.”

He tipped the pot and showed me the steaming, brown meat swimming in succulent juices inside.

“Where did you get beef? Did you kill a cow?”

With a laugh Gavin pointed to the empty plates laid out on the counter. “Make a plate. It’s freeze dried beef. I got it from a camping supply store. The bread is easy with a bread maker. If you’ve never done it I’ll show you how.”

Erin and I heaped our plates like we might never eat again. Gavin’s mouth quirked up in an amused smile and I felt guilty for a second, but he must have read my mind because he shook his head.

“Take as much as you want. You both need to put some weight back on. And after dinner you can help me carry the mattresses upstairs.”

Dinner passed in relative silence. Aside from the occasional heartfelt compliment about the food, Erin and I were too busy stuffing our faces for chit-chat. The meat was a little chewy and there was no butter for the bread, which had a slightly odd taste from being made with dehydrated milk. But I would have sworn on a stack of Bibles that it was the best meal I’d ever eaten in my life.

Once we’d had time for our dinner to settle we helped Gavin move the mattresses and furniture from the garage to our new room. The garage was crammed with neatly stacked plastic bins full of an endless array of food and other consumables as well as clothing, towels, and bedding. Palettes of both bottled and jugged water sat on either side of the door. Gavin must have slaved for months to accumulate all of it.

He left us to organize the room while he retreated to clean himself up. As soon as she was sure that he was gone Erin plopped down on her bed.

“What do you think?”

I decided to play dumb. “What do you mean?”

“About Gavin,” she said in exasperation.

“He seems all right. So far.”

She pursed her lips as she considered.

“Yeah. I was worried at first. I mean, he was kind of scary looking when we met him. But I think if he was going to try anything he would have done it as soon as he got us here. It isn’t like we could have stopped him.”

“True. He certainly didn’t have to feed us like that, or go to all the trouble of moving furniture up here.”

Erin gave a long sigh. “Thank god. I love you, but I’m really not interested in being chained up in a sex dungeon as your sister wife.”

I laughed, but it felt hollow. For all I knew Gavin still had something very much like that in mind. As Erin had said, it wasn’t like we could stop him. All we could do was wait and see, and if things went bad I’d do my best to get Erin out.

“Go take your bath before you get your funk all over that nice, clean bed,” I told her.

The owners of the house had collected shelves of books of all types, and I’d spent half an hour poking through the shelves until I’d collected a handful of reading material. I was deep into a Michael Crichton techno-thriller when Erin came back.

“I am wiped,” she said through a yawn that threatened to dislocate her jaw.

“It’s been a hell of a day,” I agreed, “but I’m going to read a little longer.”

“Whatevs. Just don’t turn the pages too loud.”

I snorted. Erin could sleep through a car wreck while a brass band played. Even the apocalypse hadn’t been able to change that.

“Nite.”

An hour later I was starting to doze off over my book.

“Still awake?”

I jerked upright with a squeak and the book tumbled to the floor.

“Don’t do that!”

Gavin bit back a laugh. “Sorry.”

“I can tell.”

“Is she out?” he asked with a nod towards my sister.

“Yeah. Unless you march a zombie horde into the bedroom she’ll be zonked until morning.”

“Good.”

The desire smoldering in Gavin’s eyes as he studied me made me blush at first, but an answering heat awakened low in my belly. It was stupid and it was probably wrong, but I couldn’t help it. That afternoon when we’d kissed I’d felt something good, felt alive and real for the first time since the whole mess started. I desperately wanted to feel that way again.

“Come on,” he said simply, and I followed him to his bedroom.

What seemed desirable, almost inevitable, back in my bedroom got scarier with each step I took. I didn’t know this guy. I’d never had sex before. What the hell was I doing? By the time he closed the door softly behind us I was trembling all over.

When his lips met mine it was with the warm inevitability of a sunrise, and when my lips parted for him a moment later my nipples hardened at the sudden fluttery ache that blossomed between my legs. For the second time that day Gavin had my body on fire before I knew what hit me.

As his tongue twisted and slid against mine, my hands knotted in the front of his t-shirt. His eyes simmered down at me, alight with the steam of our kiss, setting my heart thumping and waking a throb inside me that threatened to consume me with need.

Fingertips trailed from my cheek down the side of my neck then slipped inside my robe to glide along my collarbone and down still further until his hand covered my breast. My whole body shuddered when his thumb found my nipple and stroked it in slow swirls, sending bright pulses of heat shooting down into my already-vibrating pussy.

A whimper crawled out of my throat. How had he done this to me so easily? I was sopping wet and throbbing and he had barely even touched me. Was this how it was supposed to be? In the stories I’d read it always took the girl a while to warm up. But it was hard to complain when I was so turned on I could hardly think straight.

*     *     *

I hadn’t planned to make a move on her when I went to say goodnight, but the sight of her looking so soft and vulnerable on her bed in that robe was more than I could resist. I had acted without thinking at all, the little head firmly in charge. Very firmly. Inside I might have had doubts about taking advantage of the obviously innocent young woman beside me, but I couldn’t make himself stop. However much I wanted to think of myself as the Good Guy, right now I wanted Emily even more and I wasn’t going to stop unless she made me.

Of course from the way that she was responding to my kisses and hands on her body, I doubted very much that was going to happen. I might despise myself for it in the morning, but she was like some erotic drug and I was already hooked. Down in my pajama pants, my rock-hard cock pulsed in agreement.

The breaths she shared with me turned to soft moans as my hands roved beneath her robe and skimmed up her sides and back. I caressed her body until I was holding both of her firm, round tits, their nipples swollen and rigid under my palms. As I began to rub and knead them her body stiffened, and then she was writhing against me like a cat in heat while her tongue went wild thrashing against mine.

It had been so long. It had been even longer since I’d had anyone so young and unused to this. And to think I’d almost walked away from her without a second thought. Some days I could be a real idiot. But not this time.

Sometime in the last few seconds I’d decided that I was keeping her.

*     *     *

Flames of pleasure licked across my skin with each touch until I could barely catch my breath. I broke free from Gavin’s lips, gasping for air to fill my burning lungs while my mind frantically tried to catch up with what was happening to my body. I really shouldn’t be doing this. I ought to apologize and go hide in the bedroom with Erin while I still could. If Gavin would let me.

Before I could say a word his hands whisked my robe over my shoulders and it slid down into a puddle at my feet. His eyes roamed shamelessly over my body with a heat that turned my legs to Jell-O.

“You looked like you were getting too hot.”

My back arched and I let out a little gasp as his lips fastened onto my nipple. The wet heat of his mouth on that sensitive flesh sent ripples of pleasure cascading through every nerve in my body. As he licked and sucked I forgot all about leaving, my arms sliding around his broad shoulders to clutch him more tightly to me, fingers unconsciously twining in his thick hair to hold his head in place. With each flick of his tongue my clit throbbed in the sympathy of shared need. I was so overcome by sensation that I hardly even noticed his hand on my thigh until his fingertips brushed across the damp lips of my sex.

That got my attention in a hurry. I started to squirm, but as his fingers continued their advance I found myself pressing my hips forward to meet him.

“Gavin!” I squeaked as a fingertip nudged against my clit and almost brought me to my knees.

The fingertip slid against my hidden pearl in feather-light strokes that set off a tingling explosion between my legs, and I cried aloud as it surged through my pussy. My fingers tightened in his hair and my thighs spread apart to give him more room to explore. Another finger found the entrance to my pussy and my muscles froze for a moment in bliss when the tip worked into that tight opening.

“Damn, babe.” The finger teased into my clinging heat. “You’re so wet you’re dripping.”

God, how I wanted him inside of me. The quivering in my depths ached to have him inside of me, filling me for the first time. I’d never felt it before, wasn’t even sure what it would be like, but I craved him inside me.

Fingers moved in time with his tongue, driving me to heights I had never reached alone. It felt incredible and I wanted him to keep doing it forever.

I was so close now, incandescent billows of pleasure drawing every muscle tight. It burst over me like a thunderclap and juices gushed from my tunnel to spill onto Gavin’s hand and drip down the inside of my thighs. I bucked against his hand and thrashed and cried out until only moans were left and I was spent. Finally I sank into Gavin’s arms with his finger still buried in my pussy.

For a minute I could do nothing but gasp for air, bare breasts rocking as my chest heaved. When I finally looked up at Gavin he was watching me with an amused glint in his eyes.

“I take it that was all right?” he asked wryly.

I nodded slowly, not trusting myself to speak.

“Good. I’m pretty sure I can top that, though.”

I was beyond shocked when he pulled his fingers out of me and licked them. Was that a thing? Then he sat on the bed and just looked at me. For the first time it occurred to me that I was naked, completely bared to eyes burning with a lust that scared me and got me quivering again at the same time. Long seconds passed while his eyes took me in from head to toe as though he was trying to burn an image of me into his mind.

“God, you’re even better than I imagined,” he said, his voice husky with desire.

Somehow it hadn’t occurred to me that I could be doing the same thing to him that he’d been doing to me.

Slowly he tugged me onto the bed beside him then slid over to position himself between my knees. From there he could see everything—every secret part of me lay revealed to him. I had never imagined feeling so exposed, so vulnerable, but I didn’t try to cover myself. While it was discomforting it was also strangely exciting to be on display that way. It made me feel very naughty, but the look in Gavin’s eyes was making me extremely hot all over again. I had never thought of myself as anything special—Erin was the pretty one—but there had to be something about me to make him want me so badly.

*     *     *

I had been in a fog, scarcely able to believe this was really happening, but the very naked girl in front of me turned my mind sharp as a razor. For a moment I felt a twinge of guilt. She was so very young. Was I taking advantage of her? But just as quickly I thrust that thought away and focused my whole attention on Emily. She was here. She was willing. And I intended to make her mine.

Her taste was still vivid on my lips when my hands pushed her thighs further apart and I sank between her legs. The sharp, tangy smell of her arousal drew me down and I felt her shiver as my tongue flickered across her nether lips to taste her again. I let my hands slide up the warm satin of her legs to grasp her hips and I settled myself at her center. Wide green eyes stared down at me in disbelief.

“What are you doing? You can’t—”

My tongue on her clit shut her up more surely than a gag. She bucked as I licked her, but my hands on her hips held her steady so that I could continue. Using just the tip of my tongue I flicked and caressed her nub until it was hard and tight as a drum. Emily writhed against the bed with a stream of little moans that got my cock harder than I could remember it being since I was a teenager, and as it jerked in my pajama pants I could tell that pre-cum was oozing out of me with every pulse.

I wanted to tear my pants off and bury myself in her sweet, virgin pussy, but I forced myself to wait, taking my time so she would be good and ready for me when I took her.

*     *     *

I sucked in a shuddering breath as Gavin’s tongue tickled down my lips and teased around the opening to my pussy. Nothing that I had ever done to myself came close to making me feel as good as that tongue.

I bit my lip and clenched my fists in the bedclothes when the tip pushed inside of me, hips rotating up automatically to allow him to taste more deeply. The soft, wet heat penetrated me slowly, withdrew, and then dove into me until it pressed up against the fragile barrier of my hymen. Again and again he thrust his tongue into me to lap up the cream seeping from my depths until my pussy trembled and my entire lower body sizzled with molten tingles like swarms of fireflies. Just when I thought I couldn’t take any more he switched his attention back to my clit and left me gasping for breath.

As his finger replaced his tongue in my tunnel, sliding in and out while wet velvet stroked the taut skin of my clit, I finally began to understand why my more adventurous friends had made a big deal out of this. Every thought and fear fled so that nothing but sensation remained. I floated awash on a sea of ecstasy that drowned everything else.

Gavin pushed me further and further, ratcheting up the pleasure until it became so intense that it was almost painful. He held me there in that between space longer than I would have believed possible, until it was almost an agony, and then finally ended it by sucking my clit between his lips and lashing it fiercely with the slick roughness of his tongue. All the tension inside me broke at once and I screamed from the sudden, sweet release, both fists clenched in Gavin’s hair to hold his face buried in my steamy, thrumming pussy until the last shreds of my orgasm dwindled to a warm glow.

Afterwards I lay there with my eyes closed, thighs shaking in reaction, and tried to dredge up some scrap of the guilt I knew I should feel after letting Gavin do that to me. Only a tiny breath of shame gusted through me when I wasn’t able to manage it. All I felt was warm contentment as my muscles turned slowly to jelly.

The bed creaked as Gavin sat down and I opened my eyes. Juices from my pussy smeared the lower half of his face, and a self-satisfied grin gleamed down at me.

“Was that the first time anyone’s done that to you?”

I nodded, still trying to find my voice.

“Good. You get to have two firsts in one day.”

As he stood up and stripped off his pajama pants my eyes went wide again. He had a mouth-watering body, a rugged frame with ripped muscles, and I gulped as his cock sprang free. Holy shit. A sudden tremor of doubt made the muscles in my stomach tighten. I knew from playing with myself exactly how tight I was, and the thought of him trying to cram that thick shaft inside of me set my heart hammering in near-panic.

It pointed straight at me as Gavin walked to the side of the bed, and I unconsciously edged away from the implied threat of it.

“It’s too big,” I blurted.

Gavin’s chuckle wasn’t particularly reassuring. “Trust me. It will fit just fine.”

He pulled me to my feet in front of him while he sat down on the bed then drew me down onto his lap with my legs to either side of him so that his erection pressed hot and hard against my tummy. Strong arms wrapped possessively around my waist while his lips took mine once more, hungry with passion and need.

The ardor of his kiss and his hands on my body sparked my own desires again, and a tremor built deep within my pussy in response. Fresh moisture seeped from me as our kiss deepened, my arms sliding around his neck, my nipples hard against the warmth of his solid chest. Somehow I still wasn’t satisfied despite the two orgasms he had already given me, and some part of me realized I wouldn’t be until I had his cock completely inside of me. Tentatively I rubbed myself against him, lips slick with my juices gliding along his rigid pole, the friction turning my clit to a glowing ember of pleasure.

*     *     *

I continued to kiss her until I felt the tension drain from her as desire overcame her anxiety, and when I felt her furrow sliding wetly against my cock I knew she was ready. My hands slid down to her hips and lifted her off of my lap to position her tight, steamy hole over my straining cock. Her arms went tight around my neck and she used that leverage to help hold herself up. It wasn’t until then that I realized I didn’t have a condom. Just as quickly I dismissed the idea. I was not going to take this lovely little virgin for the first time with a condom on. No fucking way.

And if I knocked her up that was just one more reason for her to stay, wasn’t it?

“Are you ready?” I asked.

*     *     *

I wasn’t sure I was ready at all, but I nodded anyway. Slowly Gavin lowered me until the round head of his erection pressed against the opening of my little tunnel. I squeaked in surprise as the head pushed inside me, stretching me and pressing hard against my hymen. But my body wanted it, demanded all of it inside me.

Poised above Gavin’s cock, I couldn’t wait any longer. The insistent ache inside drove me to get it over with and feel that hot, rock hard shaft in my deepest places. I licked my lips nervously and before he knew what I was going to do my arms loosened around his neck and I sank down onto his shaft.

For a brief instant I felt a burning sting as my hymen gave way, but then my pussy was spreading for him, slippery walls stretching to fit his thick manhood as I slid down his length and finally ended up sitting on his lap once more. Stretched and stuffed, he touched me in places I had never known existed, and I wrapped my legs around his waist to hold myself tightly against him.

It was like nothing I had ever imagined, could never have imagined, and I found myself looking up at Gavin in wonder. He smiled back at me and kissed me gently, like I was made of spun glass or something and might break. Then he shifted his legs beneath me so that he moved inside of me and I gasped and instinctively squeezed down on him.

“Oh, dear god,” I breathed.

“Yeah,” he replied, his voice husky. “But thank me, too.”

I started to giggle, but then his hands began rocking my hips to move me up and down on that thick, iron rod and I didn’t have the breath to laugh any longer. It took everything I had to hold onto him, to hold onto reality as his manhood filled me and waves of rapture crashed inside me in a spray of sparkling tingles. My eyes closed and I was left with the creak of the bed, Gavin’s low grunts as he lifted me with his arms, and the squish of our bodies mashing wetly together each time I came to rest against his legs.

*     *     *

I moaned as her pussy swallowed me and squeezed me like a vice made of warm, wet silk. I had been in college the last time I had fucked a virgin. And Emily was so goddamned perfect. How could I have ever thought of walking away from this? I watched her as she rode me, her head thrown back and eyes closed in ecstasy, and vowed to never let her out of my sight again. Hell, I might never let her out of my bed. I bent down, lips close to her ears.

“You’re mine,” I panted. “I am going to come inside of you and fill that tight pussy of yours with my cum. And I will never let you go.”

*     *     *

His words caused a flare of liquid heat to bloom between my legs. I imagined his huge member shooting cum into me and my pussy flooded all over again. At the same time his possessiveness settled over me like a warm, soft blanket. In another time and another place it probably would have been terrifying. Here, now, it was life and safety. My arms tightened around him and I squeezed down on him as hard as I could.

“Yes,” I moaned. “Please. Do it.”

*     *     *

I thrust deep, burying myself and feeling the boiling intensity begin in my balls that told me I was about to come.

“You’re mine,” I repeated.

“Yes,” she moaned. “I’m yours.”

I thrust hard once, then twice, and then my cum jetted in thick gobs inside of her as my cock jumped and shook, spurt after spurt that seemed to go on forever. Emily came moments later with her clit grinding against me, burying her cries against my chest while I stroked her hair and held her trembling body tightly.

*     *     *

When I got my breath back I could feel his twitching cock slowly shrinking inside of me, and our mixed cum oozed from me to dribble in thick drops down our bodies.

“I think we need a shower,” I muttered

The heat in Gavin’s eyes flared again and his cock squirmed a little in reaction.

“That sounds like a great idea.”

It turned out to be another cool bath, not a shower, but the way Gavin went about it I didn’t mind at all. Afterwards he curled up against me in his big bed and I felt so safe and warm that I wanted to stay there forever.

Until I woke up sometime in the middle of the night and what I’d just done had a chance to sink in. I’d just lost my virginity to a guy I’d only met a few hours ago. What the hell had I been thinking?

Moving with sloth-like speed I disentangled myself from Gavin and slid out of bed. After fumbling around in the dark for a minute I found my robe, draped it over me like a cloak of shame, then crept back to my own bed.

How was I going to be able to look either him or my sister in the face in the morning?

Gavin was already up when Erin and I dragged ourselves out of bed, the smell of food an enticement even our desire to sleep in couldn’t ignore. As we entered the kitchen he gave me a grin that threatened to curl my toes. I prayed Erin didn’t notice the blush that crept up my neck to burn my cheeks. She wouldn’t stop pestering me until she found out why.

“Morning, sleepyheads.”

“Morning,” I murmured.

Erin gave me an odd look but didn’t say anything as she went for the food like a shark after a wounded seal. I felt as though I’d dodged a bullet.

“If you’ll tell me your sizes, I’ll go find some new clothes for you this morning.”

I wrote both our sizes in clothes and shoes down for him while Erin scarfed down enough food for two people. Gavin swung his pack onto his shoulders and got his rifle from the hook by the back door.

“I should be back early this afternoon. Make yourselves at home until I get back, but don’t leave the house.”

“We won’t,” I agreed.

As soon as he was gone Erin rounded on me.

“What the hell are you doing?” she demanded.

“What?”

“When you told him you’d do anything I thought you meant cooking and cleaning and stuff like that. I didn’t know you meant anything anything.”

“I didn’t know you heard that,” I responded guiltily.

“What I heard was the two of you when I woke up in the middle of the night and you weren’t in your bed.”

I took both of her hands and looked her in the eyes. “Erin, we weren’t going to make it by ourselves. I did what I had to do to keep us alive.”

“Me, you mean,” she replied bitterly.

“Don’t say that!”

“It isn’t worth it, Emily. Not for the food. Not for the clothes. Not for anything.”

She yanked her hands away and jumped to her feet then stormed up the stairs to our room and slammed the door so hard the windows shook, leaving me awash in guilt and anguish. It wasn’t fair. What other choice had I had?

Clean, new clothes should have been an occasion for celebration. Instead there was only awkwardness when Gavin returned. Erin flatly refused to leave our room. I tried to be grateful enough for us both, but it was obvious that things weren’t as they should be. Thankfully Gavin didn’t push. I didn’t feel remotely up to trying to explain it to him.

That night when we went to bed he gave me a quizzical look, but didn’t invite me to his room. I curled up alone in my bed and wished I could go to him, but I was all too aware of Erin watching me in the darkness. I sighed and closed my eyes. Things would settle down. It was just going to take time.

But when I woke up the next morning Erin was gone.

Her bed was empty and cold, and her pack and new clothes had vanished. I flew downstairs and discovered that the back door was unlocked, and one of the big knives from the knife block by the refrigerator was missing. Panic swelled inside of me until I was ready to burst. I hammered on Gavin’s door and yanked it open without waiting for him to respond.

“Erin is gone!”

He sat up in bed and blinked at me. “What? Gone?”

“She took her things and left.”

Without another word he jumped out of bed and started yanking on his clothes. “How long?”

“I don’t know,” I wailed. “She was gone when I woke up.”

“Damn it.”

“It’s my fault.”

Strong hands gripped my shoulders and his eyes bored down into mine.

“I’ll find her, Emily.”

I nodded, needing to believe it. “I have to go with you.”

“No way. Too dangerous.”

“She won’t come back with you.”

“I’ll damned well drag her back,” he growled.

“No. That will just make it worse.”

He rolled his eyes with a sigh then relented. “Fine. Get dressed.”

When we got to the back door he pulled a pistol out of his pack and handed it to me. It felt cold and alien in my hands.

“I don’t have time to go over the fine points. If you need it, you turn off the safety here. Point it at what you want to shoot, hold tight, and squeeze the trigger.”

I shoved it into my back pocket and prayed I wouldn’t have to use it. “Okay.”

As soon as we left the yard Gavin paused and looked around.

“Now where the hell would she go?” he mused to himself.

“She wouldn’t go to any of the houses here. They’re too close.”

“Then she probably headed back to the subdivision where I found you. Come on.”

He moved as quickly as possible while still keeping a sharp eye out for zombies, and it was all I could do to keep up with him as we practically jogged up the narrow road. We were a hundred yards from the small strip mall at the turnoff that led back to the house where Gavin had found us when I heard the low, swelling groan of zombies. Sickening fear pooled like poisoned ice in my stomach.

“Gavin,” I whispered.

“Keep low and stay behind me.”

I did as he said and the strip mall appeared through the trees. With every step forward the groaning grew louder and my heart fell a little more. If I’d been on my own I wouldn’t have dared to go anywhere near the place, but Gavin’s presence lent me enough courage to stay at his heels until we got to the parking lot.

Being in the open sucked, especially since it allowed me to see the other zombies that were slowly shambling our way from every direction. If we didn’t find Erin fast they were going to be all over us. Gavin ignored them and followed the groans around the corner to the alley behind the building.

Near one of the doors five zombies had surrounded a big dumpster. It was tall enough that their hands could barely reach the top, where my little sister was standing with her back against the wall as far as she could get from their clutching hands.

“Cover your ears!” Gavin barked.

I did as he said just as a pistol appeared in his hands. Noise exploded from it, deafening even with my palms pressed tightly against my head. The zombies turned as one and shuffled towards us, while Gavin fired again and again into their midst. One fell, then another and another.

I wanted to scream, and every instinct I had was shrieking at me to run before they could reach us. If Gavin was afraid he showed no sign of it. He stood firm, feet planted wide and the pistol held out before him in both hands where it bucked and spat fire at the undead.

The last one fell only a couple of feet from us with the top of its head missing. I drew a deep, shuddering gasp of air and let my hands fall from my ears. Gavin was already pulling Erin down from her perch, and as soon as her feet touched the ground he shoved her towards me.

“Get her back to the house.”

“What about my pack?” Erin asked.

“Forget about it. Just run.”

I gripped my sister’s hand and we fled. Any argument she might have made was silenced by the steady approach of at least two dozen more zombies. Stubborn and impulsive Emily might be, but she wasn’t stupid.

The good thing is that zombies are slow. If you could get away with them you could usually outrun them. The bad thing is that they’re tenacious little buggers. Once they catch sight of you they just keep coming.

Gavin had stayed to the rear to make sure that Erin and I were safely away, but he caught up with us just before the spot where we needed to turn off into the woods. That was good, because I don’t think I would have remembered it on my own.

“Straight to the house,” he said. “If we’re lucky they’ll just keep going along the road past us when we disappear into the trees.”

I’d keep my fingers crossed, but it wasn’t likely. When their prey disappeared zombies tended to slow down, stop, then gradually wander off at random. The woods were going to be more dangerous for a while.

As soon as we were safely inside I grabbed Erin by the shoulders.

“Why? Why did you do that?”

“You know why.”

She shook herself free, glared at Gavin, then ran up the stairs to our room.

Gavin gave me a bemused look. “Do I want to know?”

“She heard us the other night.”

He actually blushed. “Oh.”

“I’ll handle it.”

“You go ahead. I’ll wait down here where it’s safe.”

I stuck my tongue out at him. “Coward.”

“Hey, zombies I can deal with. Teenagers are scary.”

“You have a point.”

I pushed the bedroom door open and sat down on my bed facing my sister. She stared back, still defiant.

“We need to talk.”

She shook her head. “No, we don’t. I already told you that I’m not going to let you sell yourself to that guy for me.”

“It’s more complicated than that,” I sighed.

The sarcasm in her voice could have peeled paint. “Really?”

“Yes, really. First of all, I like him.”

Her eyes widened. “Like him? Ewww. He’s old.”

“He’s thirty-eight,” I told her, which might as well be Methuselah to a sixteen year old. I’d asked him sometime after our bath together and before we fell asleep. “And I do like him.”

“You hardly even know him,” she insisted stubbornly.

“Erin, just stop. How many guys have we met since this started? None, right? There aren’t that many of us left, and from what we’ve seen most of those we want to stay far away from. Gavin isn’t like them. And I don’t want to lose him. For my sake, not just yours.”

“You’re only saying that so I’ll stay.”

“This world isn’t like the one we used to live in. That’s gone forever. There aren’t any dating prospects. There isn’t even any dating. We have to make the best of what we’ve got. I think Gavin is a good man, and I’m starting to like him. I want to stay here. And I am not going to his bed just because he expects it.”

She grimaced and made a show of covering her ears. “TMI.”

“The point is that everything isn’t just about you, squirt. I found something I’d given up even hoping for, and I want to keep it.”

The frown on her face finally gave up. “Seriously?”

“Yeah. So please don’t fuck it up for me.”

“Language.”

“No more running off?”

She gave me a long look then nodded. “All right.”

“Good. And maybe if you apologize nicely Gavin will bring your pack back.”

“That’s a thinly veiled hint I need to apologize to him, right?”

“Bingo.”

“Fine.” She came and put her arms around my neck. “I love you, big sister.”

“I love you, too.”

“Do you think Gavin knows any hot guys my age?”

“I think you’ve pushed your luck enough for one day, don’t you?”

“Whatevs.”

She did apologize, and Gavin was smart enough not to make a big deal out of it. I just hoped he wasn’t reconsidering our arrangement after that little escapade. What I’d told Erin was the truth—I really was starting to like him. And my body was way ahead of the rest of me.

That night I didn’t bother waiting for Erin to go to sleep. She simply rolled her eyes at me when I left the room, and then she went back to her book. Gavin’s door was closed, and I hesitated before tapping on it. What if he’d decided we were more trouble than we were worth? What if he didn’t want me now?

The way Gavin’s eyes lit on me when he opened the door told me in an instant how very wrong I was about that. I stepped inside and slid out of my robe, which slithered to the floor to cover my toes. My hands slid beneath his t-shirt, eager for the touch of his skin, my palms lingering over his smooth, toned muscles. With his help I pulled the shirt over his head and went to work on his pants, which quickly joined my robe on the floor.

Pushing the door closed, Gavin scooped me up and laid me down on our bed. His face was shadowed in the dim light of the lamp on his nightstand, but I could feel his eyes roaming across my body. He took a moment to savor it before lying beside me, the heat of his body comforting next to mine. I was safe. I was his.

Fingertips traced the curve of my cheek, turned my face towards his mouth. As his lips took mine desire erupted through me in a fury of need, no longer the shock it had been the first time but every bit as compelling. Feeling my response he slanted his mouth to explore me more deeply, his tongue bent on discovering everything, experiencing every part of me. While my body heated, I kissed him back with a confidence I hadn’t possessed before and twined my fingers through his soft, dark hair.

As I shifted beside him the comforter grazed the stiff pebbles of my nipples and I moaned against his tongue at the shock of the electricity surging into my heated breasts and shooting down into my core. I was already liquid inside, my entrance moist and ready, and I ached with the need to have something—him—inside me.

My skin was tight and prickly, buzzing under his palms as his hands drifted over my body in a slow, sinuous dance meant to inflame me further. His thumb found a nipple, glided around the taut flesh in lazy swirls that left me burning. Fingers from his other hand teased against the dark, russet curls of my mound, not quite reaching down to my clit. He continued to tease and my hips rocked forward in an involuntary motion to rub against him but he danced away, fingertips trailing fire across the tensed muscles of my stomach. I moaned against his mouth again and he sucked playfully on my tongue before nipping at my lower lip with his teeth.

My back arched when he squeezed my nipple and my mouth broke free so I could gasp down a gulp of cool air. He gathered me against him, the grip of his strong arms leaving me feeling fragile and small, and he kissed me again, slower this time but without giving up any of the passion we had shared earlier.

“I have to taste you,” he murmured against my lips.

As he slid down my body I shivered in anticipation. Just the thought of his mouth on my pussy set me on fire, and every breath that tickled against my skin as he kissed and licked his way down my stomach had me squirming with eagerness. He knew how to draw it out so that by the time his tongue finally slid against the swollen pearl between my legs I was already halfway to orgasm.

He teased me at first with short, light strokes against that aching, pink skin that burst in brief flares of pleasure then faded quickly—too quickly—back into aching need. I whimpered, begged, but it wasn’t until my fingers dug into the silken mass of his hair to draw him closer that he surrendered and gave me what I wanted. The slick tip of his tongue circled me again and again until my hips lifted from the bed and hot juices exploded through my center.

I moaned as the warm blanket of his tongue abandoned my clit to plunge into my tunnel, thrusting as deeply into me as he could manage, twisting and probing against my slick walls. With every lunge my hips rocked to meet him and the thick, bubbling pleasure which swelled low in my belly boiled hotter. Gavin’s greedy tongue lapped against my lips, flickered along skin flushed and tingling with anxious heat, until he had tasted every part of me that he could reach. When he had finally sated himself with my juices the smooth tip of his tongue swept back to the knotted need at my root, lifting it so that he could suck it between his lips.

All the air exploded from my lungs in a ragged cry while unbearable pleasure speared straight down into my center until my clit seemed to ring like a bell, throbbing in a tense, desperate rhythm. Perhaps he could feel it, because his tongue stroked in time to the pulse beating through me. Licking and sucking, Gavin’s mouth worked relentlessly to urge my body to new heights of sensation. He knew I was on the edge, teetering on the brink, and as he slid two fingers carefully into the tightness of my pussy he trilled the edge of his tongue against my clit. With another cry I arched up while gusts of bliss swirled up and over my raw skin in electric tendrils, until the darkness around me filled with bright colors and I shattered against his face.

Panting from the intensity of my release I pushed myself away from him, too sensitive to be touched again until the last aftershocks of my orgasm subsided. It could only be for a few moments, though, because while the warm afterglow drifted down into my bones, my pussy still trembled with a wild craving to feel Gavin’s cock filling me. Even if he went down on me a dozen times a day—if only!— it still wouldn’t have sated my need to have him inside of me.

Once my breathing returned mostly to normal Gavin moved back up beside me and watched me with half-lidded eyes, his gaze heavy with a heady mixture of smug satisfaction and desire. The heat smoldering in that dark gaze re-awakened the twinge between my legs, made me throb with an intensity that left my muscles trembling. I wanted him—needed him—with a ferocity that blinded me to anything else.

“Now, Gavin,” I groaned.

He moved and I caught a glimpse of his rigid manhood before he moved below me. Those strong, hard hands gripped my ankles and lifted my legs while pulling me inexorably towards his eager erection. In only a moment my legs pressed against the hard plane of his chest and his cock head bumped against my bare bottom. I shuddered as I fought the urge to shove myself against him until I captured his thick shaft, wanting it so badly that I could scarcely think straight. My only thought was that I needed it inside of me—now.

Swiftly Gavin adjusted my body and slid his cock against my slippery skin, working his way down to just the right spot until his head popped into my entrance. I was wet and ready for him, but the suddenness took me by surprise and I gasped. Just as quickly I relaxed, eager to accept the rest of his burning hardness within me. He thrust hard into the slick grip of my tunnel and held himself buried inside. This time there was no pain at all.

“Yes,” I hissed as my trembling walls stretched around him.

He moved slowly at first, knowing that it would take a little time after my first orgasm before I was ready for another, but there was no doubt in either of our minds that there would be another. Steadily, deliberately his cock drove into me, a full stroke each time so that his swollen balls struck me as he sank home. One arm tightened against my legs to squeeze me still more tightly against him, allowing him to press another fraction of an inch further into me, claiming my deepest, tightest places.

As he settled into a rhythm I relaxed against him and let my head loll back, letting him take control and move at his own pace, content to simply enjoy the warmth spreading throughout my body as his thick cock stretched me again and again. Between us the air hummed with our building tension, so thick I could barely manage to breathe it in, my flushed skin dying for a cool breeze to ease the growing heat.

After a minute Gavin’s free hand wandered down to my clit. While he pounded into me his thumb rolled against that taut, throbbing lump until he brought me to the brink again. I moaned, desperate for him to finish me and send me flying once more, but I held on as long as I could, prolonging the ecstasy until I thought I might die from it.

Sparks sizzled along my nerves, drawing my body so rigid with the need for release that my muscles shook. I clung to the present, fought to stave it off but couldn’t last. The muscles of my pussy and ass clenched tight and Gavin gasped at the sudden fierce grip on his manhood. With a little moan of pleasure his hips pushed harder, ramming his rod into me so hard that it jarred my entire body.

He never let up, stroking harder and deeper until my fingers dug into his back and there was only the sensation of the head of his cock thrusting far up inside me. Hot juices flooded my already-soaking tunnel as my second orgasm of the night claimed me despite all my efforts to hold back.

My vision dimmed to a gray haze while my breath caught on the searing blaze of rapture which possessed me. My body was a drum pounded by my pulse, my ears deaf save for the tide of blood rushing through my veins. I cried wordlessly as I shook against him, lost in a whirlwind of sensation even as Gavin cried out and spilled his boiling cum in my depths.

Chest heaving, he released me and gently lowered my legs to the bed before collapsing next to me. For a long time we were content to simply lie side by side and come slowly back down to earth, and then Gavin rolled over and tucked a possessive arm around me.

“It’s kind of hard to quantify, but I think that might just have been better than the first time.”

“Definitely,” I purred as I stretched, my body sinfully satiated.

“Do you need to get back?”

Not about to leave the safe haven of his arms, I shook my head. “I’d like to stay, if that’s all right.”

Gavin laughed and his arm squeezed me more tightly. “You’re not going anywhere. You’re mine, Emily.”

And I was.

*.....*.....*

That’s how I found myself safe at last, six months after the apocalypse that ripped away my whole world. We never did get around to bringing home condoms—I think Gavin might have “forgotten” that on purpose, but I didn’t care. By the end of the summer I was pregnant and happier than I’d been in years.

Erin slowly came out of the darkness, but the bubbly teenager she had been was gone forever and she never, ever leaves the house now. Her world is in the books and games Gavin brings home to her, and she wants nothing to do with outside.

I keep hoping that one day instead of books Gavin will bring home some younger man who could interest her in having a life again. He thinks there’s a small group of survivors living a couple of miles to the south, and there could be somebody there.

They’re more of a danger than anything else, though. Over the summer Gavin told me about the other group of survivors he knows about. They’re living in the big mansions up on the hills over the lake, a bunch of ex-military and bikers who make their living by scavenging. But they don’t scavenge for food or supplies. They’re slavers who scavenge for people.

I’m not worried about us—Gavin is far too careful and we’re so secluded that it would take a miracle for someone to stumble across us. But that other group...

I hope they make it.

The End




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




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.

Zack saw what I was doing and shrugged. “Get it if it will make you feel better, but I’m not going to hurt you. I just haven’t talked to anyone but my little sister in months.”

I blinked. His little sister? Where was she?

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“I came out to find some bottled water and stopped for some shoelaces for Lily.”

“Lily?”

“My little sister,” he explained patiently. “She’s fourteen. The laces on her shoes are rotten so I figured I’d find some while I was out.”

A little of the tension tying me in knots eased. His explanation was so banal it was hard not to believe it. I studied him more closely and gulped a little. While I looked grungy and nasty, Zack just looked... Hot. Around six feet with a stocky build that told me he hadn’t been missing meals, tousled sandy-blond hair that the afternoon sun turned a reddish gold, darker stubble on a solid jaw and cheekbones. I couldn’t make out the color of his eyes in the dim light, but they watched me with an intensity that started a quiver deep inside that I hadn’t felt since before the zombies came. I shied away from the generous bulge in his jeans that was right at eye level and felt the heat of a blush creep into my cheeks.

“Hey, if you’re on your own maybe you’d like to hook up with us? At least you’d have someone else to talk to.”

I had a feeling that despite what he said, he had more on his mind than talking. The heat of his stare reminded me that I hadn’t had anything like a real bath in months. Despite our age difference, I had a sudden flash of myself snuggled up against his bare, broad chest with his arms around me and blushed again.

What was worse? Being alone and going slowly crazy, or going with this scary but smoking hot guy? Did he even really have a little sister, or was it just a ploy to get me to go to his post-apocalyptic sex dungeon?

At this point I wasn’t sure that even that would be worse than being out here on my own until eventually the zombies caught up with me. Them or the people who got my friends. Whatever this guy had planned, I was pretty sure that those guys were worse. And with him my life expectancy went up a little, at least. Probably.

I took a deep breath as I made up my mind.

“I’m Taylor,” I told him. “Where’s your sister?”

*     *     *

Apparently Santa had decided to come early this year, and I’d been a very, very good boy. My favorite color is redhead, and it took a zombie apocalypse to introduce me to celibacy. Even filthy Taylor looked good enough to take a bite out of. She had long red hair in a ponytail, big, light brown eyes, and delicate features smudged with here and there with grime that only accentuated the fine bones of her face.

And she was scared—very scared. Not that she needed to be. Hurting her was the farthest thing from my mind. I might make her scream, but it wasn’t going to be in pain.

My first thought was how the hell had this bit of a girl survived all this time on her own? She was in her late teens, young enough that I wouldn’t have given her a second thought in the old days, and might have weighed a hundred pounds soaking wet. Of course that latter part was most likely due to having to scrounge for food.

 My second thought followed quickly after the first. What would she look like washed up and wearing nothing but one of my t-shirts? In six months the only living female I’d set eyes on had been my kid sister. Well, Taylor wasn’t a kid and she definitely wasn’t my sister.

My sister. Lily. That led to the third thought—she could help me with Lily. I did my best, but girls just this side of being a teenager were not my area of expertise. Another female would understand what Lily needed a lot better than I did.

What I needed to do right now was defuse the tension, and not the tension stirring so insistently in my jeans. She’d blushed when she noticed my erection. That was cute, and I couldn’t wait to find out if it happened all over. Time enough for that later, though.

“Nice to meet you, Taylor. We’re in an apartment not far from here. We have food, but we’re running low on water. Lily insists on using more than her share to wash up.”

Her lips twitched in the ghost of a smile. “Would you be mad if I used some to wash up, myself?”

I fought to control an exultant grin. “As long as you help carry it.”

She worried at her lower lip as she considered, which was sexy as all hell. I couldn’t seem to take my eyes off of those lips. I couldn’t wait to taste them.

“Deal,” she sighed.

“Put your shoes on while I get Lily’s shoelaces.”

I searched the rack with my pulse thrumming. I’d finally found a woman, and it was only a matter of time before I got her very, very naked. And when I did, she was going to be mine. Even if she didn’t know it yet.

“Keep that machete handy,” I warned her as we stepped out into the open. “There are zombies around, even if not as many as a few blocks east.”

I gripped my axe, but the coast was clear as far as I could see.

“Come on.”

The convenience store across the street had been cleaned out of things like booze, cigarettes, and junk food during the early days, but there was still a stack of cases of bottled water in the back.

“I can’t carry one of those very far,” Taylor apologized in a soft voice.

I pointed to a rack of printed canvas tote bags for tourists.

“How about one of those? Put as many in there as you can carry.”

When we’d stocked up she got the door with her free hand. I led the way down a cross street, keeping one eye on her and one scanning for zombies.

Taylor was struggling. In the daylight I could see dark circles under her eyes, and the thinness of her face was even more apparent. She really hadn’t been eating well, and again I wondered how she’d survived on her own for so long. This wasn’t the time to ask questions, though. We’d get some food in her back at the apartment, and I’d find out all about her then.

Fortunately my place was only one street over. It was a new complex, with its gates left wide open so all the zombies had wandered out long ago. I’d found a spacious three bedroom so Lily and I could have separate rooms with one left for storage. Taylor could have that third room once we cleared it out. We’d just have to come up with a bed. Unless she preferred to share mine. I damned well intended to work on that.

We climbed up the broad stairs to the second floor landing, and I froze as I saw the door standing wide open. Cold fear washed over me like a December rain.

“Lily!”

*     *     *

I was about wiped after the walk. My blood sugar was in the toilet and I felt sick to my stomach, but I forgot all about that at Zack’s desperate shout.

He dropped his case of water and sprinted towards an open door, still calling his sister’s name. Warily I followed him inside. The door had been kicked in and the place ransacked. Zack frantically searched every room, but after less than a minute he realized the obvious and returned to me with a stricken expression.

“She’s not here. But none of her things are gone.”

He pointed to a stained, pink backpack beside the couch and shook his head.

“I have to find her.”

For a brief instant I’d been suspicious, but either he deserved a whole shelf full of Oscars, or his sister really was missing.

“Maybe it was the same guys who got my friends.”

“What? What friends?”

I was so tired and hungry that my knees started to wobble, but this was more important.

“The group I was with. Some men got them two days ago. They were waiting for us when we came out of a store a ways from here. I think it was to the west.”

“Who?” he demanded.

I shrugged. “I don’t know. There were about a dozen of them wearing some kind of camouflage.”

“Fuck,” he growled. “No, no, no. She left the window open. They must have seen her moving around. What the hell are they doing all the way down here? I thought we were safe.”

“Do you know who they are?”

“I’m not sure. About two months ago I saw them ambush another group. They tied them up and took them away in a truck, but that was a couple of miles north of here. It’s why we left my parents’ house and came down this way.”

“Why are they capturing people?”

“I don’t know and I don’t care. I just have to get Lily back.”

He disappeared into one of the rooms and came back with a deer rifle, then began shoving food and water into his pack along with a couple of boxes of bullets.

“What are you going to do?”

“Go after them and get her back,” he said with a deadly calmness.

I got scared all over again. The zombies were bad enough, but these men frightened me even more. And Zack was just one guy.

“How? There are too many of them. You’ll get yourself killed.”

“I have to, Taylor. She’s only fourteen.”

Suddenly I felt really sick again. In the refugee camps the men had outnumbered the women by two-to-one. It had to be even worse now, and Lily being underage didn’t mean squat these days.

“I need to sit down.”

Zack sucked in a deep breath. “Sorry. Help yourself to the food and water, and take as much as you can in your pack. You don’t have to come with me, but you don’t want to stay here in case they come back. They’ll know she wasn’t alone.”

What to do? It wasn’t my problem, and Zack was going to die if he went against those men alone. What other choice did I have, though? I really didn’t want to be on my own again. And my stomach curdled at the thought of what those men might do with a fourteen-year-old girl.

“I’m coming with you,” I told him. “I don’t know how much help I can be, but I’ll do whatever I can.”

“Eat fast, then. We’re going to have to hurry if we’re going to catch up with them.”

What would happen then? Thinking about it almost ruined my appetite, even though I was starving.

Zack set out towards the north at a fast pace that I struggled to keep up with, but I wasn’t about to complain. I understood his urgency and didn’t want to slow him down. I tried to keep watch for zombies but kept getting distracted by the scenery—Zack’s butt in front of me. In my defense it was a very nice one, and with the broad shoulders and trim waist added up to a yummy package in general.

The buildings around us were unfamiliar, and I had no idea where we were other than somewhere in southwest Austin. Always in the distance small knots of zombies stood or shambled about, but none came near us.

I gave an inner sigh of relief when Zack stopped, and I looked anxiously at the sinking sun. Staying out after dark was suicidal.

“We should be about half a mile from the highway,” he said. “Better find a place to stay for the night. We’re not going to do Lily any good if we run into a bunch of zombies in the dark.”

Unlike my group, Zack had no qualms about going into houses. He found a modern, single-story place, and I stayed close to his back while he knocked a pane out of a window close enough to the back door so that he could reach inside and unlock it.

“Hello,” he called out. Only silence answered, and he turned to me with a shrug. “Nobody’s home.”

The owners had fled sometime before the end, for the place had been stripped of any food. All Zack could find was a gallon of distilled water under a cabinet, and I used that to clean off the worst of my accumulated grime. We made a quiet meal of what we had in our packs then sat in the living room with the windows open to let in some air to relieve the stuffy heat. The windows faced onto the backyard so there was no danger of anyone seeing us. Sean stared off into the distance, his thoughts far away.

“Are you from Austin?” I asked him when the silence became too much for me.

“Hm? No. I lived in Midland, worked for the fire department. My parents lived here with Lily, but Dad had to go to MD Anderson in Houston for cancer treatments, so I took some time off to come stay with her.”

“She’s only fourteen?”

“Yeah. There’s fifteen years between us. Apparently Dad had a vasectomy failure.”

“Are you two close?”

“Not before, but after the last six months... She’s a good kid. And she’s all I’ve got left. My parents didn’t make it out of Houston.”

For long seconds the conversation lapsed, but then Zack roused himself with a visible effort. “What about you?” he asked.

“I’m from Beaumont. I was in my first semester in San Marcos when they evacuated us to the camp here on the other side of the interstate. I got out with a few others after it started falling apart.”

“They were the ones you were with when you were attacked?”

“Yeah.”

A wave of sadness crashed into me. I hadn’t had time for it to sink in that they were gone, yet. I didn’t even know who was still alive. Not that it mattered; I’d never see any of them again. We’d been through so much together the last few months. It was like losing my family all over again.

Zack saw my expression and gave me a commiserating look. “Sorry. Was there someone...?”

It took a moment before I realized what he meant. “No.”

Ted had wanted me, but when I wasn’t interested he’d gone after Katy instead. I hadn’t been interested in anyone. Well, not until now. For some reason Zack had brought all my hormones surging back to life. It was crazy and I didn’t understand it at all, but it was very, very real.

“What about your family?” he asked.

“They were trying to get to my grandparents’ place in Louisiana when the cell phones went down. I don’t know if they made it or not. I guess I’ll never know.”

He fell silent again, staring pensively out the window, and I could tell he was eaten up with worry.

“We’ll get her back.”

I didn’t believe it, but it seemed like the thing to say.

“Yeah,” he responded in a dull voice.

He was hurting and so was I, and I was so desperately lost and lonely in this terrible new world. I craved the touch of another living human being for solace. Could Zack be any different?

“Hey.”

When he looked up distractedly I moved to sit beside him on the other sofa and laid my hand on his.

“I mean it,” I said. “We’ll find her.”

His mossy green eyes locked on mine and the air between us crackled with electricity, and suddenly I became intensely aware of a tingling in my palm where our skin touched. We were far too close, his breath warm against my lips in a portentous instant that seemed to stretch out for hours. Every nerve I had came alive at once, so that my skin seemed to vibrate and I could feel the slightest sensation.

The look in Zack’s eyes turned wild and smoldering, and my body responded of its own accord with a flush of warmth. Without releasing my eyes, he bent in the last couple of inches until our lips touched. One hand slid around my neck to fist in my hair and tip my head back, while his mouth clamped onto mine as though he owned it. White heat flashed through my body, and I was suddenly ablaze with wanting of my own.

For a second my mind wailed in protest that this was a very bad idea. I didn’t know the guy at all. But that voice was swiftly drowned out by the need surging inside of me. My hands gripped the front of his t-shirt as I surrendered to wanting and let him take over.

His mouth pressed against mine, hot and demanding, and after a moment the tip of his tongue came out to trace the swell of my lips, teasing lightly until with a little moan I closed my eyes and parted my lips for him. When he pushed inside my mouth, the desire he felt for me broke through. The inferno blazing through our kiss was enough to rock me, and my body exploded in response.

I'd never been kissed like this before, with such need and passion, and it was both scary and exhilarating all at once. Heat pooled low in my belly as our tongues slid together, and my nipples puckered hard beneath my shirt while a desperate, gnawing ache awoke between my legs. A whimper formed deep in the back of my throat, my heartbeat a bass throb pulsing in my ears and fingertips. I clutched at Zack’s shirt in desperation even as his tongue twined against mine in a dance that left me breathless.

His free hand moved to roam over my body beneath my shirt, and I gave a low cry as his fingers brushed across one tender nipple. Pressure built inside my belly, burning and needing as his tongue explored every part of my mouth. I was soaking wet and loose inside, longing for something there to fill that space.

Doubts about what was going to happen if this continued crept into the back of my mind with little tendrils of terror. I couldn’t do this. Not with a guy I’d just met, no matter how hot he was, no matter how insistently my body demanded it. What if he bailed on me because I was slowing him down? What if he got his sister back and decided two girls were too much trouble? What if he died trying to get her back?

I broke away from him and sprang to my feet, chest heaving and body shrieking in frustration.

“I can’t,” I gasped.

Zack stared up at me in bemusement. “Taylor...”

“I’m sorry. I’m going to bed.”

His mouth quirked up in a lopsided smile. “You sure you wouldn’t rather join me in mine?”

The hell of it was that I very much did. “No. It’s a bad idea.”

“It only seems that way at first. It grows on you if you keep thinking about it.”

“Good night, Zack.”

I fled to an empty bedroom and shut the door before I could change my mind. Later, when I heard him get up and go to his own bed for the night, I heaved a sigh of relief. My body was still burning and I longed to follow him, but I just couldn’t do it.

As tired as I was it was a long time before I was able to finally fall asleep.

*     *     *

Between worrying about Lily and my unsatiated need for Taylor I didn’t sleep worth a damn. The latter was my own fault. I shouldn’t have kissed her. Not so soon, anyway. I’d scared her off, and now I was going to have to work twice as hard to finish what we’d started.

She’d looked so damned good when she cleaned herself up that I hadn’t been able to help myself, though. And it had totally been worth it. Taylor was everything I’d been imagining—soft, sexy, and incredibly responsive. She’d go off like Fourth of July fireworks when I got her naked. Which I was more determined than ever to do.

I pushed that thought firmly aside as I dug into my pack in the kitchen. Right now I had to focus on getting Lily back, however impossible that might seem. And in the cold light of day, after my initial anger-fueled determination had worn off, it looked pretty fucking impossible. Even if I could find where the men who took her were staying, how could I possibly get her back from them? Taylor said she had seen a dozen, and that was just a raiding party. There had to be at least twice that many, and I wasn’t some action movie hero. I wasn’t going to go in with guns blazing and accomplish anything except getting very dead very quickly.

The cold, calculating part of my brain suggested that there was another option. I had Taylor. They might just be willing to trade one girl for another.

As quickly as the thought came, I dismissed it. No fucking way was I giving up Taylor. Not for anything. There had to be another way.

With a growl I turned to look out the windows. One step at a time. The first job was to find Lily. After that some solution might present itself, but until then worrying about how to get her loose was nothing but an exercise in frustration.

I already had plenty of that with Taylor.

She picked that moment to come into the kitchen, looking deliciously disheveled.

“Hey,” she mumbled, not looking directly at me.

“Morning. Want some coffee?”

Her wide brown eyes stared at me like I’d just offered her the keys to a new Ferrari. “Coffee? Are you serious?”

I shrugged. “It’s instant, but not too horrible.”

I rinsed out one of the empty cans from last night’s dinner, filled it with water, then got a Sterno canister from my pack, lit it, and used a pair of kitchen tongs to hold the water over the flame. When it was hot enough I poured it into a mug, spooned in some coffee, and slid it over to Taylor, who sighed over it as though it was ambrosia.

“I think I love you,” she murmured between sips.

I grinned at her. “I should have made you coffee last night.”

She blushed but smiled anyway, the first real smile I’d seen from her, and left me feeling like I was the one in love. Or at least deeply in lust.

“Maybe you should have.”

The sparks as our eyes met were hotter than the coffee, and she looked away again, flustered. Damn it. It had been too long since I’d done young, sweet, and innocent. I was out of practice. With an inner sigh I retrieved a can of fruit cocktail from my pack and handed it to her.

“Breakfast.”

“You really go all-out to impress a girl.”

“Oh, you haven’t seen anything, yet.”

“So what’s the plan today?” she asked to change the subject.

“We go over to the highway—that’ll take us north towards Zilker Park and the river. I’m betting that they have a base somewhere along the river so they’ve got access to a water supply. With a little luck we ought to be able to spot it from a ways off.”

“That makes sense. How far is the river from here?”

“About five miles,” I guessed.

Five miles was nothing before—five minutes in a car on the highway, or a couple of hours to hike. Doing it through the middle of a city infested with zombies and a group of hostile marauders was a totally different story. If it only took us a day it would be a miracle.

We set out as soon as Taylor finished eating and made our way slowly towards the highway, taking advantage of every scrap of cover. The morning was already growing hot, and a cacophony of bird sounds arose from the ponderous oak trees in the yards around us. Other than that, though, the world was silent—not a single human voice, car, or distant jet engine to be heard. It lent an eerie, dreamlike quality to the day that was even creepier than the zombies.

How could it all just be gone, snuffed out in a few short weeks?

My first sight of the highway hammered that home in the worst possible way. As far as I could see the roads were packed solid with cars abandoned during the outbreak, some of them rusting wrecks and others showing the blackened scars of fires. Even the shoulders and dividers were choked where people fleeing in panic had tried to get around the traffic jam. God only knew how many had died here, trapped with zombies coming from everywhere at once.

“Holy crap,” Taylor murmured beside me.

“Yeah. But I bet the interstate is even worse.”

The longer I looked, the less I liked it. Although I couldn’t see any zombies, we’d be completely exposed following the highway. There would be nowhere to hide if anything unfriendly showed up, and while I could run at a good pace for a while I was less sure of Taylor. Even after some food and a night’s sleep she looked terribly frail.

“What do you think?” I asked her. “Can you make it?”

She set her mouth in a firm line and nodded. “I ran track and was in a hiking club. I can do this.”

“Then let’s go,” I said with a lot more confidence than I felt.

At first it wasn’t too bad. We kept to the edges of the road and were able to skirt the worst of the blockages. Before long, though, the rapidly climbing sun began to beat down and there was no shade anywhere. By the time we’d gone a couple of miles we were both drenched in sweat and had to break out our water bottles.

“Shit,” Taylor muttered behind me.

“What?”

“Zombies.”

I followed her pointing finger to the road ahead of us, where another highway crossed this one. A group of dark, human-like figures stood beneath the underpass like grisly sentinels.

“I guess they like the shade,” I sighed.

“What do we do?”

I looked around to see what our options were, and my eyes landed on the big shopping center to our left.

“We’ll go around behind there, cut across that highway, and then angle back to this one on the other side.”

Taylor shifted her pack and nodded. “Sounds good.”

It was—in theory. The parking lot was empty and we jogged across it as fast as we could. Behind the buildings was a narrow ally with dumpsters scattered haphazardly along the walls, but two delivery trucks had been parked to block off the far end. No cars could get through, but there was nothing stopping us from squeezing past.

A low moan as we neared the trucks was the only warning we got. Two zombies in faded and filthy denim coveralls emerged from the shadows behind a dumpster and staggered towards us with their grayish-brown hands outstretched as though beseeching us.

Taylor jumped backwards with a startled squawk and stumbled, going down hard on the pavement. I clenched my teeth and stepped between her and the zombies. I fucking hated this part. I’d always been a lover, not a fighter, but in the past six months I’d learned.

I let them get within a yard then popped one of them hard in the middle of the chest with the handle of my axe. The force of the blow sent it reeling back, which gave me a couple of seconds to deal with the other one. That was all it took to bury the heavy blade in its skull.

As I was jerking it free the other one shambled into reach again and I had to dance back a step to get room for another swing. This time I was off balance, though, and the axe sliced halfway through its shoulder instead of its head.

“Shit,” I muttered as I yanked at the axe and only succeeded in dragging the zombie closer towards me.

Cold, dead fingers clawed at my sleeve and I had to push the thing away using the axe. Before I could get the blade free Taylor darted around me and hacked through the back of the zombie’s head with her machete. The zombie slumped back, its weight dragging me along with it until it hit the ground.

“Thanks,” I said as I twisted the axe out of its wrecked shoulder.

By way of reply she bent over and threw up her breakfast.

“Sorry,” she gasped. “Oh my god that was fucking disgusting.”

“Yeah, but you did good. Just remind me not to piss you off.”

That got me a wan smile that warmed me more than she would have imagined. For the first time I considered her as an asset rather than someone else I’d have to take care of, and the future began to look a little less bleak.

*     *     *

Embarrassment at throwing up in front of Zack couldn’t dampen my feeling of pride at having killed the zombie he’d been struggling with. I’d finally done it—I’d killed my first zombie. Sure, there were millions (billions?) more out there, but for the first time since all of this started I didn’t feel completely helpless. Or worse, useless.

I swished my mouth out from a water bottle while Zack squeezed between the two trucks to check out the other side, then I clambered over the bumpers to join him. Another highway, just as jam-packed as the one we’d been following, lay before us. Zack put a finger to his lips then pointed to a spot a little off to our left, and without a word took off at a run, crouched over with his axe clutched to his chest. I kept at his heels, my machete still clenched in my hand. From now on I wasn’t letting it go unless I was inside someplace safe.

The cars were so close together that we had to climb over them again, and my heart rose to my mouth every time we made a noise. In the silence every sound seemed multiplied a thousand times and I was sure that it would bring zombies swarming on us from all over Austin, but to my relief we didn’t see any more. Fifteen minutes later we’d left the ones at the overpass far behind and were back on our highway, walking through low hills surrounded by a thick green belt. Only the upper floors of a few office buildings poking up through the greenery reminded us that we were still in the city.

Zack’s shoulders uncoiled and he motioned ahead. “We’ve got about three more miles before we get to Zilker Park and the river.”

“Easy peasy,” I replied.

It turned out to be anything but. We could no longer move along the edges of the road and were forced to either thread our way through the lines of cars or struggle past the dense thickets of vines and brush that had grown up over the summer in the edges of the green belt. By the time the green belt ended and we reached the next major highway intersection it was already mid-afternoon. After only a short break in the shade of the last of the trees for some water and jerky Zack had stashed in his pack, we were back on our way.

“Two more miles,” he announced.

He was trying to be encouraging, but I was sweaty and filthy again and just wanted it to be over. The going here was easier, for the way had opened back up and we were able to go along the access roads. The downside was that we were surrounded by apartment complexes and shopping centers that were probably infested with zombies.

We’d gotten about halfway to the river when we spotted the first ones—small groups of up to half a dozen wandering about aimlessly. After that we moved back up onto the highway where it was safer, even though we couldn’t move as fast. Finally we stopped, huddled in the shade of an RV and watching as a group of at least twenty crossed the road ahead of us headed north.

“Something got them all riled up,” Zack said.

I let my head tilt back to rest against the cool metal of the car behind us and froze.

“I wonder if that’s it?” I mused.

“What?”

I pointed past the RV to the northwest, where tall pillars of thick, black smoke rose against the clear sky.

“Shit,” Zack cursed. “That’s West Lake. Of course.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s full of mansions in the hills looking down on the river. I’ve never been up there before, but if I was a bandit warlord with my own little army it’s exactly the kind of place I’d pick.”

“So that’s where we go next.”

He frowned. “Yeah. But it isn’t going to be easy. There aren’t that many roads, and they’ll be keeping a close watch on the ones they’ve cleared. Damn. I was really hoping they were holed up near one of the bridges.”

“Now what fun would that be?”

Hours later I was ready to collapse. We’d reached the river and turned north with it, then struggled to make even half a mile because the zombies were so thick. I hadn’t seen so many in one area since the early days after the refugee camp fell. Again and again we’d had to detour around large groups of zombies, and twice Zack had killed solitary ones that were in our path. He was right—something had gotten them stirred up and drawn them this way. I had a nasty feeling we weren’t going to like it when we found out what it was.

There was still enough light to see by, but the sun had dipped below the hills in front of us and I was getting nervous. Rightfully so, it turned out. We’d pushed our luck too far. Taking a back road to get away from four zombies, we ran right up on a much larger group who had been trapped in a cul-de-sac.

Zack spun and took off towards the houses near the river. “This way!”

Chilling groans rose from all around us to spur us on. Zack didn’t slow down as we passed the first houses, but kept going right to the river bank. Across the water I could see a huge crowd gathered on the far bank, and for the second time that day I was so scared that my stomach tried to tie itself in knots.

If Zack was scared he didn’t let it bother him. He kept running until he came to a gate in a high fence. After a few heart-pounding moments of fumbling with the latch he yanked the gate open and we tumbled inside. As soon as we were both through he slammed the gate shut again and ran for the back of the house.

Someone had already smashed a pane in the elegant French doors and left them unlocked, and we wasted no time getting inside. We stood there panting and listening as the faint groans grew louder and louder.

“There must have been fifty of them,” Zack breathed.

From the sounds of it they were all around the house now, only kept at bay by the wooden privacy fence. All we could do was wait and hope that they wandered off again soon with no visible prey to pursue.

“Out of sight, out of mind,” I whispered back.

“Yeah, but with a group this big there’s no telling how long it will take to disperse.”

“Maybe we can find a deck of cards. Besides, it was time to find a place to hide for the night anyway.”

“True. Let’s check the place out and see if they left us anything.”

Whoever had broken in before us hadn’t been looking for food, because the pantry was still fully stocked and when Zack checked the garage he found four cases of expensive bottled water.

“Shall we dine upstairs?” Zack asked, holding up two large cans of stew.

“Okay, but I want to wash up first. We can’t carry that much water with us and I hate to let it go to waste.”

One of the upstairs bathrooms was full of women’s soaps and shampoos, and I took full advantage. I wet myself down with a couple of water bottles, lathered up, then rinsed off with a few more. As I started to towel dry I spotted a razor on the counter. It took a while, but by the time I’d finished with it I no longer felt like the Bride of Sasquatch. None of the clothes in the bedroom were my size, but I found a clean t-shirt and a pair of sweatpants that fit well enough along with a fresh pair of socks.

“Zack?” I called softly.

“In here.”

I followed his voice to a bedroom down the hall from the bathroom. He was sitting on the side of the bed spooning stew into his mouth while he peered out of the large windows.

“Won’t they see you?”

“Too dark inside. They’re breaking up already.”

“That’s good news.”

“Yeah. Hopefully they’ll be gone by morning and we can move on.” He turned his head sharply to look at me. “Is that perfume?”

“Just deodorant. I never imagined that something so simple as being clean would be such a big deal.”

“I like it.”

The heat from the night before crept back into his eyes, but this time I wasn’t so nervous. I was clean and freshly shaved, and I’d killed my first zombie. I felt ready for just about anything. Maybe even that.

Zack handed me an open can of stew. “My turn to wash up.”

I had finished my dinner by the time he came back. He’d found a clean shirt and pair of jeans, and he smelled so good that I wanted to bury my face in his neck when he sat back down beside me. For a long time we just sat there, looking out the window together and talking about our lives before.

I shifted on the bed and his bare arm brushed against mine. A jolt like an electric shock sang through me and left my whole body buzzing. When I looked over at Zack to see if he had felt it too, I froze. His face was coming towards me, and then his lips were on mine and an arm slipped around my waist and I was melting against the heat of his hard body.

His lips were even better than I’d remembered, warm and velvety and hungry on my mouth. Sharp teeth nipped playfully, and his tongue flicked greedily along my lips. Even after the wildfire rush of the night before, I wasn’t prepared for the intensity of my body’s reaction to him.

While his lips and tongue held my attention, his fingers wove through my still-damp hair and slowly tipped my head back so he could kiss his way down to my chin. When his lips nuzzled down the soft skin of my throat with little nibbles and licks, it made me shiver and burn at the same time.

I arched back to give him more room to continue kissing me while I wrapped an arm around his neck to hold myself more closely against him. It was so nice to feel something good for a change, so nice to feel sexy and desirable. Something in this life ought to feel good, shouldn’t it?

As his lips roved greedily against the hollow at the base of my throat, his hot breath down the front of my t-shirt steamed across the skin of my breasts. My pulse hammered as a sizzling wave of desire broke over me like a thunderclap, and my nipples stiffened and ached for the feel of his hot, wet mouth. I gave a little moan of frustration when Zack shifted up to seek out my lips again. As his mouth covered mine his tongue played against my lips, more insistent this time, and with another little moan I parted to let him past.

He’d found mouthwash, and it left a sharp, clean bite of mint as our tongues darted and rubbed together. I slid over on the bed, crushing myself up into him, my fingers twisting in the soft, thick mass of his hair.

All too soon Zack pulled away, drawing back to look at me. He grazed his fingertips along the side of my face in a feather-light touch like a butterfly’s kiss. A shivery thrill sang through me as his fingers left fine trails of heat along my skin. Then without a word he bent to brush his lips against mine again, gently at first, but when I kissed him back he allowed his need for me to bleed through. Both arms went around my waist and drew me into him until I was molded tightly against his powerful frame once more.

I let my eyes close and gave myself up to his lips and the heat of his body. As his kiss deepened, my body came fully to life with a ferocious hunger that threatened to leave me helpless in his arms. I whimpered as his tongue swept warm and velvety against mine, his hands running down my sides now to grip my hips and pull me even more firmly into him.

It had been so long, so very long since I had felt anything but fear, hunger, and loss. I wanted to feel this way forever, to feel fully alive again and luxuriate in it until I couldn’t take another second without exploding. I wanted him.

I couldn’t get enough of his lips, and his tongue dove and played against mine until my heart hammered and my hands clenched in the back of his shirt. My skin was on fire, and the ache inside grew more desperate with each passing moment. Every nerve in my body was alive and quivering for attention, reacting to every touch, every breath. Each touch of those powerful hands sent me a little higher and stoked the fires raging inside until I grew lightheaded from the sensory overload.

Finally he broke away again and gazed down at me, eyes alight with hunger. “I want you,” he whispered hoarsely. “I need you.”

I just nodded up at him, still breathless and shaking and not trusting myself to speak—unable to look away from those eyes and the desire in them for me.

He smiled and kissed me again with ravenous lips, and his hands slid from my hips until his fingers found the waistband of my sweats. He slid them inside slowly, letting his fingertips graze along the bare skin of my waist.

His touch left sizzling trails in its wake, and my whole body began to hum with the desire swelling between my thighs. Palms skated along the curve of my hips, then up under my shirt to my sides, sending shivers along my skin as he tickled against my ribs. I lifted my arms so he could pull the shirt over my head and he tossed it aside then pulled me in close, hands exploring and caressing my back. I hadn’t put my bra back on and my pebbled nipples brushed against the smooth fabric of Zack’s shirt. Heat burned through them until my breasts felt heavy and swollen, and then oozed down into my belly to add to the heat already sweltering between my legs.

Zack’s hands cupped my mounds, his thumbs swirling over my nipples until they were puckered tight and aching. For an instant his lips touched mine, and then he bent lower. His tongue flicked out to taste the skin of my neck and run along my collar bone, until finally his hot mouth fastened greedily on one hard, pink nipple.

While he sucked and licked, his thumbs hooked in my waistband and worked my sweats and panties down my hips. I lifted up just far enough for them to fall down my legs, so distracted by the waves of pleasure surging through my breasts that I barely realized what I was doing.

With feathery strokes his fingers wandered down the small of my back, and then he drew his fingernails lightly along the curve of her ass. By the time his clamped on my hips to draw me against the firm plane of his body I was ready to melt.

He held me in a tight embrace for a long moment before slowly letting me go and standing up. He didn’t waste any time, but flung off his own clothes before climbing back onto the bed. Shoving aside the thick comforter, he drew me down into the cool, crisp sheets with him. His body was hard and hot against mine, and I kissed him fiercely as my hands roamed, learning the shape and feel of him. While I explored, Zack stroked my nipples until they blazed white-hot. I was soaking, now, so wet that I could feel the moisture between my lips, and I throbbed with the need to have him inside of me.

“Touch me,” I moaned.

His fingers caressed the soft skin of my mound, and I shifted my legs to expose my glistening sex. I gasped as he discovered the hard knob of my clit, lightly teasing it until he coaxed it out so he could play his fingertips softly across it. My heart thundered in my ears when his mouth fastened onto me, and I found myself moaning against his tongue as I rocked my hips against his hand. While pleasure swirled and billowed through my lower body, I ran a hand down the tight muscles of Zack’s stomach until my fingers discovered his straining erection.

His breath caught when I touched it for the first time, and he let out a long, shuddering sigh as I ran my fingertips softly down his length. Wrapping my fingers lightly around his shaft, I began to stroke him in time with the dance of his fingers on my clit, putting us both into the same rhythm of pleasure. As I rubbed it, the hard rod pulsated in my hand and gave little twitches whenever I moved over an especially sensitive spot. I couldn’t decide what was making me hotter—Zack’s hand on my clit, or my hand on his cock.

As I ground my pelvis against his hand, his fingers abandoned my poor, aching nub and pressed deeper into the furrow between my legs. He pushed his fingers along my lips, puffy now and slick with my juices, and I spread my legs even wider in invitation until he encountered the entrance to my sodden tunnel. At the first probing touch of his fingertips a twinge of pleasure rang through my core, drawing all of my muscles taut for a second and wringing a delighted growl from my throat.

“Oh, yes. More.” I needed him to touch me—craved those fingers inside of me.

Zack used one finger, working it in slowly until it was slippery and then sliding it in and out of my tight, wet hole until I thrashed against him, wanting more and more. My skin was flushed, my pulse racing, and my breath came in ragged gasps. It felt good, so very good, but deep inside my walls trembled with a burning itch for something else. I wanted him—that thick cock—inside of me.

As though he sensed my need, Zack rolled on top of me and settled between my legs, his shaft a hot, iron rod against my mound. Gray-green eyes bored down into mine as he situated himself, making sure that his weight was on his arms and that he wasn’t squashing me. Carefully he slid forward until his shaft glided along my swollen lips, and then he pushed harder so that he sank into the moist valley between. Slick with the fluids leaking from my pussy, he ran his cock along that channel and glided over my hard, little clit, rubbing back and forth across that sensitive flesh until I could barely catch my breath.

My senses were reeling when he finally drew back and pressed his head up into the tight opening of my pussy. His face bent to mine, lips soft but urgent, his tongue pressing slowly into my mouth while his manhood pierced me below. My fingers dug hard into the flesh of his back as he thrust forward, stretching me, filling me, and bringing an end at last to that terrible, empty ache between my legs. Desperate with shared desire, our tongues thrashed together and I clamped my arms and legs around him until his body nestled tightly up against mine and I knew that he was buried fully inside of me.

For a couple of seconds he rested there, his tongue warm, slick velvet against mine, his cock a steel heat pulsating between my legs, and then with slow, short strokes he began to move. At first he withdrew perhaps an inch at a time, no more than that, before sliding his shaft home again, but as I became accustomed to having him inside of me, his lunges came faster and deeper.

A prickling warmth started in the very bottom of my pussy and began spreading out from there—into my belly and down through my ass and into my thighs, up through my center and into my hot, heavy breasts until I burned with it from head to toe. Unable to catch my breath, I broke our kiss and flung my head back against the bed, sucking in cool air so I would have something to feed the moans Zack’s cock kept dragging from me.

He was pounding me now, the bed rocking as he thrust into me again and again. A drop of sweat built between my breasts then slowly rolled down to where our stomachs pressed together. Another followed it, a slow tickle that vanished into the heat of our joined bodies. From somewhere far away it seemed as though I could hear myself moaning, but it didn’t really register. My entire world was the burning tension cresting inside of me, spreading from the wet heat between my legs.

When it happened it hit me fast, like a slap to the face. Every muscle in my body clenched at once and I cried out as pure ecstasy slammed through me. My back arched and I wrapped my limbs around Zack’s body to clamp his cock inside my quaking walls. For long seconds I moaned and shook, helpless in the throes of pleasure, and somewhere during my orgasm Zack found his own release.

His arms tightened around me until I couldn’t breathe, and finally his head sank down onto the bed next to mine. I heard him gasping my name over and over by my ear, until eventually his voice trailed off into a hoarse whisper, and then there was nothing left but the rough harmony of our ragged breathing.

I’d only ever done it before a couple of times with a boy I liked the summer after I graduated high school. Afterwards I’d been disappointed. This was what everyone got so worked up about? It didn’t seem worth the effort.

Now I understood. Of course Zack wasn’t a boy. He knew exactly what he was doing, and exactly how to do it. I wondered how many women he’d done it with to get so good at it and felt a flash of jealousy. It was silly; none of that mattered anymore, and all of those women were probably long dead at this point. Besides, it wasn’t like I owned him or anything. For all I knew he was going to leave me behind in the morning now that he’d gotten laid.

Ugh. I didn’t want to think about that at all.

Fingertips grazed along the soft skin of my belly and I shivered. I shivered again when they moved lower to tease against my clit, which thrummed instantly back to life as though I hadn’t just had the most amazing orgasm ever.

“Was that adequate?” Zack asked in a voice that was almost a purr.

Adequate? I’d just had the best orgasm of my life. I looked at him with a deliberately blank expression.

“Um, yeah. It was okay, I guess.”

One side of his mouth quirked up in that sexy smile he did so well. “I guess I’ll have to work harder next time.”

I gulped a little. “Next time?”

His fingers danced and sent fresh quivers running through my pussy. “It’s been a long time, beautiful. I’m nowhere near done with you, yet.”

Oh, god.

Much later, when I was about to doze off and only a hint of moonlight outlined the sleeping body next to me, a dark thought slipped into my sex-fogged mind. There was no way Zack could get his sister back by fighting those men. Somehow he’d have to bargain with them for her. And he only had one thing that they might want.

Me.

*     *     *

The next morning the zombies were gone. After a quick breakfast I set out again with a strangely silent Taylor. Something was bothering her, maybe what had happened last night? Whenever I asked she brushed it off, though, so I let it be for now. It was too dangerous to get distracted, even by the lovely redhead who trailed me like my shadow.

There was still a smudge of dark smoke in the sky to guide us, and we made as close to a beeline for it as we could. I needed to find out what was on top of that hill. During the night I’d woken up and heard scattered shots echoing through the hills in the distance, and I couldn’t shake the thought that something very bad had happened and that Lily was smack in the middle of it.

For about two miles we followed the curve of the river, slowly climbing into the hills. The far side of the river teemed with zombies, hundreds of them gathered near the water, undoubtedly drawn by the same thing that was drawing us. There were plenty on this side, too, though the groups were smaller, now—twos and threes instead of a dozen or more.

Stealthily we crept forward, darting from one bit of cover to the next until at last we got a direct view of the hill where the smoke was coming from. Even at a distance it was plain that several of the houses up there had burned recently, but I needed a closer look.

Making sure that Taylor was still behind me, I circled around to the far side of the adjacent hill where we wouldn’t be visible to anyone. It was a hard slog up a slope littered with loose rocks and scraggly mesquite and cedar, but from that vantage I could look straight across to our destination. When we got to the top I unslung the deer rifle from my shoulder and peered through the scope.

The hilltop was alive with zombies. Most of them wore street clothes, but here and there among them I spotted camouflage uniforms. Others in those same uniforms lay still on the ground, dead from head wounds that prevented them from rising. Around them was devastation—the burned out husks of mansions and outbuildings, the fire blackened wreckage of trucks and generators, debris from explosions, all surrounded by shredded chain link fence. It looked as though someone had fought a war on that hill.

And they’d taken Lily there.

“Is it as bad as it looks from here?” Taylor asked quietly.

“Worse.”

I sank back onto the ground with a sigh of despair. There was no way in hell I was going to get up there to look for Lily. A company of Marines might have done it, but a lone man with a bolt action rifle and a girl with a machete? Suicide was too mild a word for it.

“Maybe she wasn’t there.”

I clung to that thought. It was the only chance left at finding my sister again, unless it was as one of the dead wandering around that hill. The smart thing to do would have been to admit it was over, to take Taylor and get the hell out of there and find someplace safe to have whatever life we could manage together in this world gone to hell. But I hadn’t spent the last six months keeping Lily alive and getting to really know her as a person to just give up now.

Taylor patiently kept a lookout for zombies while I spent the next half hour examining every shambling corpse on the hill to see if it was Lily. Finally I lowered the rifle and shrugged.

“I can’t see her anywhere. Doesn’t mean she didn’t die in one of the fires or something, but she’s not walking around.”

“What do you want to do?”

I thought about it. Going up onto that hill to look for her was out of the question, but there was no chance of finding her alive up there anyway. To the west or south, the way we’d come, anyone trying to leave would have run straight into all the zombies swarming in from the city, attracted by the noise and fires. The river was to the east, and there was no way to cross nearby. The only reasonably safe way to run would have been to the north. Lily was smart; she would have figured that out.

I explained all that to Taylor, who nodded.

“Makes sense. It looks like there are more big houses that way, but that’s about all. Shouldn’t be a whole lot of zombies there. If she got out she could find a place to hide until things quieted down. But what would she do then?”

“She’d try to find her way back to the apartment.”

“So let’s take a day or two and check out those houses. If we don’t find her, we’ll go back to the apartment and wait to see if she shows up.”

Little as it was, it was all we could do. I was just grateful that Taylor wanted to help.

One by one we checked the houses on our hill. Despite my anxiousness to find Lily I was extra cautious, because others might have escaped whatever had happened as well and they weren’t likely to be friendly. Every place we checked was deserted and had been stripped of anything useful.

By the middle of the afternoon we’d searched the next two hills to the north with no better results and despair began to set it. Taylor did her best to keep my spirits up, but it wasn’t much help.

“We’ve got time for a couple more before it starts getting dark,” she said, reading my mood. “Don’t give up on her.”

The next hill nestled in the bend of a small creek, dry now at the height of the summer. Grass burned brown by the sun waved gently in the sultry afternoon breeze as we climbed towards the nearest house. It was a miracle that the whole area hadn’t been set alight by the fires on the other hill.

“Hold up,” Taylor whispered urgently.

I crouched down and froze where I was. “What is it?”

“Listen.”

As I strained my ears I caught it, too—the barest murmur of voices carried on the wind, too faint to make out any words but definitely voices. I stared up the slope and decided they had to be coming from somewhere around the curve of the hill. I pointed that way and Taylor nodded.

Together we inched along until the corner of a house emerged. It was a huge, rambling place with a hell of a view of the river and the sprawling subdivisions on the other side. We stopped just out of sight to listen again, and this time the voices were louder.

“Stay here,” I whispered.

I crawled up the slope a dozen more yards then eased over so I could look down onto the whole property. A dark green Hummer with a couple of bullet holes in the rear quarter panel was parked on the drive alongside the house, its doors wide open. Beside it someone had dumped open boxes of canned goods, bottled water, and camping gear.

“What’s left?” a voice called from inside the car.

“Two cases of five-five-six, the extra jerrycan of gas, and that box of chocolate.”

“All right. I can squeeze that in.”

“What about the girl?”

The man inside the Hummer laughed wickedly. “She can sit in my lap.”

“Screw that, Jones. We need her to trade with, and if you fuck her up we won’t get as much from the farmers.”

“Hell, it don’t wear out. She might walk funny for a while is all.”

“With that stubby pencil you call a dick? She probably wouldn’t even notice.”

“Fuck you.”

“She’s tied up nice and tight. We’ll just shove her in the back on top of the other stuff.”

Wasting no time, I scooted back far enough that Taylor could see me and motioned her forward. When she slid next to me on the hillside I leaned close to her ear.

“There are two of them,” I whispered. “Loading up the car. One’s in it, one’s in the house. I think Lily is inside. When they’re done loading they’re going to bring her out. Can you get to that corner closest to the car without them seeing you?”

She replied with a sober nod.

“All right. When they bring Lily out I’m going to shoot one. I don’t know if I can get the other one, though. I need you to distract him. As soon as you hear the shot, do something to get his attention. All I need is a couple of seconds.”

“Okay.”

She slid around a stand of dusty cedars and disappeared around the hillside. When she was gone I eased my rifle into position and made sure I had a round chambered. I was only going to get one shot at this. If I fucked it up I was probably going to get both her and Lily killed.

I watched through the scope as the man inside the house carried several more boxes to the open back of the Hummer, and then they both disappeared into the house. Seconds dragged on like hours before they emerged again, this time with one of them dragging Lily. Her hands were tied behind her back and they’d gagged her, but it was her and she was alive.

There was no time to feel relief that I’d found her. I waited until one of them split off to go towards the driver’s door, blew out a deep breath, and squeezed the trigger. The driver jerked and his body smacked hard into the open door. As he slid down the side of the car, the other man let go of Lily and spun in my direction, his hand going for the pistol in the holster at his hip.

Before I could get another round chambered Taylor was on him with her machete. With a curse he twisted aside, her blow missing him by inches. His pistol came free and started to rise towards her.

Just before he could get off a round, my second shot dropped him where he stood.

Even before his body hit the ground I was running down the slope towards them. By the time I got there Taylor was cutting Lily free of her restraints with her machete. The instant my sister saw me she flung herself into my arms.

“Zack! I never thought I’d see you again.”

“Are you okay?”

She nodded. “A little banged up, but that’s all.”

I turned to Taylor, who was looking a little green.

“How about you?”

“I’m fine,” she said weakly.

“Those are the only two?” I asked Lily.

“Yeah. I got out of the house they were keeping me in when it caught fire night before last, but these guys grabbed me while I was trying to get through the fence. They said this was their bug out spot and had all this stuff stashed here. They were going to trade me to some farmers for gas.”

I glanced around and then up at the sun. “Let’s get this stuff inside so we can stay here tonight. You can tell me all about what happened and we can figure out where to go from here.”

When the girls were inside with the first load of boxes, I took care of one last detail. I scooped up the pistol from the ground and carefully put a bullet in each of the dead men’s heads before dragging the bodies around the side of the house.

It took a while for it to sink in that I’d actually gotten Lily back. Even after I’d left her safely curled up asleep in a huge bed upstairs it felt surreal. But I’d done it, with Taylor’s help. Without her it never would have happened.

I found her sitting alone in the dark in what had been the upstairs game room, an untouched bottle of Gatorade on the table beside her. She was staring out of the broad windows into the night as though entranced.

“Hey.”

She gave a start and turned towards me. “I didn’t hear you come back.”

“Sorry. Are you okay?”

One shoulder lifted in a tiny shrug. “Yeah.”

“Thank you. For today. For everything.”

“I’m just glad you found her.”

“I’m glad I found both of you.”

Her head tilted up towards me. “Really?”

“Of course.”

“I was afraid...”

“That’s okay. I was afraid, too.”

“No.” She shook her head and drew in a breath. “I was afraid that you were going to trade me for Lily. To those men who had her.”

I stared back at her. That’s what she’d thought? And she’d come along to help me anyway? Jesus. Shaking my head, I sat down next to her on the love seat.

“No way,” I told her. “No way in Hell I’d give you up. You are mine.”

She gave a little huff of laughter. “That’s not very progressive of you.”

“Screw that. You’re mine, damn it, and no one else is ever going to touch you.”

For a second she hesitated, then she was in my arms. 

I held her there, clasping her closely to me, luxuriating in the soft warmth of her body cradled against mine and the exotic spice that was the smell of Taylor. Her mouth lifted up to mine and I took it, deep and wet and so sweet that she almost undid me right there. In seconds my erection was so hard that I thought it was going to punch right through my jeans. God, what the girl did to me.

Taylor twisted in my arms so that her breasts pressed into my chest, and I could feel her nipples against me, as hard as my cock. As my tongue slid against hers I imagined those pink cherries in my mouth. I wanted to suck on them while I held her warm, soft tits in my hands. Hell, I wanted to devour her. There was nothing I didn’t want to do to her, to do for her, until neither of us could so much as move until morning.

I drew her up and led her to one of the empty bedrooms. Without any urging, she grabbed the bottom of her t-shirt and pulled it over her head. A moment later her sports bra joined it, revealing her perfect breasts. They weren’t big, just round and firm, and her creamy skin made my mouth water.

With a groan I bent my head to suck on those luscious mounds, tonguing her nipples as I backed her slowly up against the wall. My hands slid around her to cup her ass while I slid one knee between her legs and leaned closer. She moaned as my tongue swirled around her sensitive flesh, and she let her head tip back and arched her back to lift her tits higher for me. When I sucked harder, Taylor began to rock her hips to grind herself against my thigh. Inside my jeans, my cock pulsed and swelled even bigger. Fuck, she was hot. I glanced up at her, her eyes closed in bliss, so fucking beautiful and mine, all mine.

Taylor whimpered, her hands tangling in my hair to draw me more tightly against her breast. I lifted her up and her legs wrapped around my waist, rubbing her center against me as I sucked a nipple deep into my mouth then grazed it with my teeth. I was getting impatient, needed to feel her bare skin against mine. There were still too many damned clothes in the way.

Carrying her over to the bed, I eased her down onto her back. She must have been just as anxious, because her legs released me and she unzipped her jeans and started wiggling them over her hips. I helped her slide them down her legs along with her panties, dropping them to the floor where they were immediately forgotten as I gazed down at her.

She was so absolutely perfect, everything I had wished for during the dark, lonely nights of the past six months. I gripped her ankles and lifted, spreading her legs to reveal the pinkness of her sex, and felt myself throb again. She had me rock hard and aching, and I’d barely even touched her.

Those innocent, brown eyes regarded me with a mixture of unease and curiosity as I bent and kissed the side of her knee, then slowly nibbled my way upward until my tongue flickered against her entrance and my mouth landed on her pussy. The taste of her exploded in my mouth, wild and tangy.

Gently licking and sucking I teased along her nether lips, creeping up until my tongue glided against her swollen clit. When I sucked her pearl between my lips she arched up off of the bed with a cry, and I had to let go of one ankle so I could press one hand against her hip to hold her steady.

Taylor bucked and writhed on the bed as I sucked and licked her, only settling a little when I released her other leg so I could slide a finger inside her soaking pussy. It took only seconds of that before she tipped over the edge and exploded against me.

I bent my head lower to lap up her juices, eager not to waste a single drop of that golden honey from my girl. By the time I’d licked away every bit, her moans had subsided and she lay there limp and sleepy-eyed.

It was my turn now. I yanked off my t-shirt and stripped off my jeans. Dark and sleepy with desire, Taylor’s eyes roamed over my naked body. She blinked at my rigid manhood, but her gaze lingered on my muscled arms and torso. My body was still toned and hard despite the past months. If anything, I was in better shape now than I’d been before the outbreak. I’d had lots more free time to work out, and a boatload of sexual frustration to vent.

Now that I had Lily back and nothing else on my mind but Taylor, I didn’t want to rush. I intended to take my time and savor every single, delicious second of this. Taylor was all curves and legs and creamy, pale skin, and that wealth of shining, red-gold hair spilling across the white sheets sent pulses of longing through my already-straining cock. Exquisite. That was what she was. Absolutely fucking exquisite.

I lowered myself onto the bed by her side and set about exploring that delectable body. My hands roamed the silky softness of her breasts, the swell of her hips, and the firm, rounded curves of her ass. I cupped one sweet breast and rubbed the nipple with my thumb until it pebbled hard again and Taylor sucked in a sharp gasp of air. Slowly I drew my fingers down her flat belly, grazed them along her mound, and slipped them into the slick folds of her sex. Wet now, I pressed deeper through her lips until my fingertips teased against her entrance.

Carefully I eased into her, testing to see whether she was ready. Her walls trembled, clenched down as I dipped inside. It seemed that her body was swiftly coming to life again, and she moaned as I pumped one finger slowly in and out of her. That was all I could take.

Withdrawing my finger from her slick tunnel, I placed a hand on her hip and nudged her over onto her back. As I lifted over her, she spread her legs wider so I could fit my body between them. Almost before I was ready, my rock-hard shaft bumped against her opening.

Taylor’s hands gripped my ass and urged me towards her. I entered her slowly, filling her bit by bit, shuddering with pleasure as her pussy stretched around my girth. As I sank against her, she lifted her legs to wrap them around my hips, holding me captive in the world’s sweetest prison. I was in Heaven—she was so tight and so hot, and despite her being so tiny we fit together like she was made just for me.

Taking a deep breath, I began to pump into her. Her breath scorched hot against my ear, gusting in little moans and gasps that somehow got me even harder. As I settled into a rhythm, her hands slid up my back and her fingers dug into my flesh.

“Harder,” she whimpered.

I bit my lip as waves of lust hammered at me and made sure my hands were firmly seated against the bed. When I was ready I rocked my hips faster, plunging again and again into Taylor’s clinging tunnel. She was growing wetter, slicker, and she began to pant as I pounded into her. I stared down into that angelic face—her eyes closed, lips slightly parted—in sheer awe at how fucking sexy she was.

After a few moments her hips began to move, lifting up to meet mine in a wet act of joining that allowed me to bury myself completely in her with each stroke. Inside, her tunnel walls squeezed down on me, and my balls prickled and slowly went tight. I was getting close—really close. Where was she, though? I was not going to finish before she did.

Shifting a bit further up, I changed our point of contact slightly until I was sure that I was pressing against her clit as I thrust into her. Beneath me, Taylor froze as though all of her muscles had locked up at once and remained there with her fingernails cutting into my back and her thighs clamped onto my hips. I pushed into her slowly, and once again, and then with a jerk she came apart against me.

Her slender body shook, and her soft cries were the sweetest sounds I’d ever heard. I gazed down on her face and the expression there as she shattered pushed me to heights I’d never reached before. Only a few more seconds passed before I threw my head back and erupted inside of her, her walls pulsating against me with the fading shocks of her own orgasm.

Above the roaring in my ears I heard the hoarse rasping of my breath, and felt my pulse pounding in every vein. Sweet fuck. I’d never felt anything that intense. I struggled for control of my trembling body and fought to clear the haze blanketing my mind. The force of it left me shaken and drained, and it was several seconds before I could roll off of her. Afterwards I lay there and waited for my breathing to slow and for my heart to either explode or return to normal.

I realized Taylor had turned onto her side as was regarding me with a smirk.

“That was definitely adequate,” she sighed.

“Oh, really?”

“Yeah. I guess I’ll let you keep me.”

“Let me?” I asked, raising my eyebrows. “I already told you, you’re mine.”

“I don’t get a say in it?”

“Nope.”

She giggled in the darkness. “When you first found me in the shoe store I was worried that you were going to drag me off to your sex dungeon or something.”

“I can still do that.”

She arched her back, stretching her sinuous body and sending a fresh thrill through my cock. “We’ll have to find a place that you can build one, then.”

“Later,” I said, reaching for her again. “Right now I have other plans.”

Neither of us got much sleep that night.

*     *    *

When we woke up the next morning there were some zombies hanging around, so we sat tight for a couple of days until they had all wandered off. We had plenty of supplies, after all, and there was no point risking a fight with them.

During the days we mostly sat around talking and I got to know Lily. Zack was right—she is a good kid. I couldn’t believe how well she’d kept it together after she was captured, and even almost managed to escape on her own. She’s going to be something when she grows up, and thanks to Zack she’s going to get that chance without being somebody’s sex slave.

At night, after she went to bed, I got to know Zack better. A whole lot better. There are lots worse ways to spend the zombie apocalypse than having a hot guy give you back-to-back orgasms every night. I figured that out in a hurry.

Once the zombies were gone we loaded up the Hummer and headed west. Zack used to go on summer vacations on the Guadalupe River out past Kerrville, and he thinks that will be a good place for us to settle down. There aren’t many people out there so there shouldn’t be many zombies, and with the river and all the game we ought to be able to survive even when our stored food and water runs out. I’ve never been out there, but from the way he describes it I’m sure that I’ll like it.

Wherever Zack wants to go, I’ll be fine. Because I’m his.

The End




Dubious Mercies

I WAS SLOWLY COOKING in the heat rising from the asphalt highway. When I paused for a moment to wipe my face with the edge of my t-shirt I turned to look behind us. To my relief there was no sign of anyone else there, zombie or human. Taking a deep breath of the stifling air, I set off again, bone-weary from three days of walking and only fitful sleep.

Brad and Stacy were walking about ten yards ahead, arguing as usual. Well, Stacy was arguing while Brad stoically ignored her. I guess after being married for so long he’d developed the knack for it. I wish I could. To me her constant, shrill complaining was like nails on a chalkboard. I settled my backpack more firmly on my shoulders and did my best to block it out.

We’d spent all afternoon making our way along an undeveloped stretch of highway with nothing around us but empty, overgrown pastures and big patches of scrub brush. There was nowhere to run or hide if any zombies showed up, and I felt terribly exposed. Worse, the sun was already getting low in the west behind us and we needed to find shelter for the night. Camping out in the open was a horrible idea in a zombie apocalypse.

Brad stopped and pointed off to the right of the road ahead. “There. A building. We can stay there tonight.”

In the lengthening shadows it was impossible to make out what it was, some kind of big office building from the looks of it, but I still felt as though my pack suddenly weighed twenty pounds less from relief. I squared my shoulders and hurried to catch up with my two companions.

I couldn’t say they were friends. Brad and Stacy Helms had been our neighbors back in the Old Days before the zombies. When the world went to Hell in a bucket my parents had been in Vegas celebrating their anniversary. Vegas had been a deathtrap, with the zombie plague burning like wildfire through the masses of tourists so fast that no one had gotten out. I’d received one brief call from Dad early on telling me to go stay with the Helms until they could get home, and then the call dropped. I never heard from either of my parents again. I knew I never would.

Brad was in his late thirties, with sandy blonde hair and what was left of his gym rat physique. He’d been some kind of executive at a tech startup, and Stacy was his trophy wife. She was only about ten years older than me, but the past few months had taken their toll on her manicured, beauty salon looks. Her ash blonde hair had turned darker as the roots grew out, and her face was now thin and pinched. She’d always been a complainer, but as time wore on she’d grown worse until she did little else.

I don’t really know how we’d survived for so long. Luck, I guess. If I’d had anywhere else to go or anyone else to go with I would have walked away from them both. Unfortunately, I didn’t have a lot of choices. The only living people around were even more dangerous than the zombies, which was why we were on the road towards Round Rock right now.

“Get a move on,” Brad urged. “We need to get there before it’s too dark to check the place out.”

With a sigh I increased my pace to match his much longer stride. While Stacy was annoying, I’d come to despise Brad. Three or four times now he’d made a pass at me when Stacy was asleep or in another room, despite his being married and me being at least twenty years younger. He’d always given me a sleazy vibe, like one of those old guys who creeps on drunk coeds in the bars. If Stacy hadn’t been around I’m not sure what would have happened. But knowing what he wanted from me, even when we were someplace where there weren’t any zombies I never felt safe.

Slowly the building loomed up before us, a sturdy complex of white brick and glass. I was starting to get bad vibes about it. We still had a little food and water left, but not much since none of us were in any kind of shape to carry large loads and we hadn’t had a chance to forage since we’d left home two days before. I doubted we’d find much in the way of supplies there—maybe some bottled water if we were lucky. At least it was shelter, though.

But even that hope began to fade as we grew nearer and the sign out front became visible.

“It’s a hospital,” I said, my stomach sinking like a lead weight.

“Fuck it,” Brad muttered. “We’re trying it.”

I opened my mouth and then shut it again. He wouldn’t listen. Brad never listened to me because he thought I was just a kid and he’d been some kind of hotshot executive. If I argued it would only make him more stubborn, no matter how stupid his idea was. And anyone with half a brain would have known that hospitals were probably crammed to the rafters with zombies. The smart thing to do would have been to cross to the other side of the highway and give the place as wide a berth as possible.

I almost said fuck it myself and walked away from them then and there. I should have. I knew things were going to go bad, but I just couldn’t face the thought of being out all alone in a world full of zombies. And worse things. Instead I scurried along behind them and hoped that we weren’t going to die horribly in the next few minutes.

At least Brad was smart enough to approach the place cautiously. With the sun almost down it was dark inside, too dim to make out anything except vague, shadowy shapes through the windows. Nothing was moving, though, so we crept up on a door off to the side of the main lobby. I put my head close to the glass and peered inside. Still nothing.

With a shrug Brad tried the door, which opened with a click that was terrifyingly loud in the quiet evening. For a long heartbeat the silence continued, then a long, low groan echoed down the hallway before us, followed by another then another until a whole chorus shattered the tomb-like stillness. Faceless figures emerged from the inky shadows and lurched towards us.

“Run!” Brad shouted.

We all turned and sprinted back towards the highway. Behind us a wave of zombies crashed against the windows and door. The door hadn’t latched shut when Brad let go of it, so it only took a moment for one of them to knock it open and the undead to come spilling out into the open. At least a couple of dozen of them made it out before the door latched shut again, trapping the rest inside.

Normally we’d have been able to outrun them, but they were moving faster than we were used to and all three of us were already exhausted. Terror kept us moving, but it wouldn’t last. It was only a matter of time before we had to slow down, and then they’d be on us.

We ran, with Brad cursing breathlessly all the way, past a row of dark houses off to our right.

“What about those?” Stacy yelled.

“Zombies are too close,” Brad gasped. “No time to scout first. We might end up facing a nest inside while these fuckers cut us off outside.”

I cursed myself, though I kept it inside my head. Now he was worried about the danger. Why hadn’t I ditched them earlier?

We ran past more houses and a medical strip mall. By then we were all panting and our feet were starting to drag. Brad and Stacy shed their packs and let them fall to the ground. I knew I should do the same, but I couldn’t make myself do it. My pack held the very last memorabilia of my parents and my old life I’d ever have, and I wasn’t going to abandon it.

A lone figure appeared at the edge of the road before us, and we stuttered to a halt. I looked around wildly, searching for any means of escape. Was this it? Was I going to die here, after all these awful months, torn apart at the side of this stupid highway by zombies? My mouth went bone dry and I waited to see who would get to us first.

Then the figure stepped over the guardrail, and by the way it moved I realized it wasn’t a zombie. It was a man.

“Help us!” I screamed.

He turned to stare at us, then beyond us at the shambling horde beyond. With an exclamation of disgust he hopped back over the guardrail, and I could sense the hesitation in him. He wasn’t going to help us, wanted no part of that oncoming mass of zombies. He was going to leave us to die.

*     *     *

Jesus Christ, what had those idiots been doing? There had to be at least twenty zombies after them, and that edge of town had been quiet since most of the packs of roaming ones had been drawn west by the noise of gunfire over the past months. The only other thing down there was the hospital, and surely they couldn’t have been stupid enough to go in there. Could they?

My first instinct was to leave them to whatever shit they’d stirred up. If they’d gone into that hospital they were too stupid to live, anyway. You never went into hospitals. They’d all been overrun the first couple of days and had only gotten worse since. That was why I gathered all of my medical supplies from the doctors’ offices and quack shacks that had shut down almost immediately.

I glanced back at them with a snarled curse at my own idiocy. I couldn’t just abandon them. Hell, one of them was just a kid. Knowing I was going to regret this little act of charity later, I gestured towards the building behind me.

“Come on!” I shouted. “This way.”

As fast as they could run I led them back to the office I’d just come from. Fortunately, I’d left the door unlocked so I didn’t have to fumble around for a key.

“Go on,” I told them when they hesitated at the doorway. “It’s safe.”

They tumbled inside, but their hesitation cost us. The first couple of zombies caught up before I had a chance to get inside. I slammed my boot into the first one’s stomach, knocking it off its feet and taking it out of the action for a few seconds. The other lunged at me, so close I got a face full of the nauseating reek of rot from its gaping mouth. I batted aside one grasping hand and snagged its other wrist, then used that leverage to twist its body away from me. That gave me enough time to yank my Bowie knife from my belt so I could dispose of them.

When the first one came for me again I dodged, spun, and hacked through the back of its head. As that one fell the second managed to grab my arm and struck at me with grayish-yellow teeth. I winced at the sharp pressure, but although it gnawed like a rottweiler with a bone, it couldn’t bite through the thick leather. I grabbed its lank hair and dragged its head back, and then thrust the blade of my knife up under its chin and into its rotted brain. It fell, truly dead now, beside the other.

The rest of the pack was closing in fast, though, and I only just got inside and locked the door behind me before they were pounding on the glass. The three survivors stood looking at me with a mixture of awe and fear.

I got my first good look at my rescues, then—a man, a woman, and a girl. The man was probably around my age, tall and reasonably fit. The woman—his wife?—was a few years younger and had probably been a looker before, but the last six months had stripped most of that away. I turned my attention to the girl, who was staring at me wide-eyed while she tried to catch her breath.

She was older than I’d thought at first glance, just petite and thinner than she should have been. Pretty, too, under all the sweat and dust, and well worth a second look. But still very young. The right age to be their daughter, although she didn’t much resemble either of them. Right now there was no time to waste on introductions or pleasantries, though, because if we kept standing there the zombies would pound their way through the glass.

“Follow me,” I told them, and darted down a darkened corridor behind the receptionist’s desk.

I ran along a series of hallways and rooms that were almost pitch dark, but I’d been here often enough to know the way. The others stumbled along behind me like a pack of drunks. Apparently none of them had any kind of skills, or even the foresight to pack a flashlight. How in the fuck had these people survived this long?

At the back door I paused a few moments to make sure the zombies out front hadn’t attracted more, then pushed it open. The light was almost gone now, but there was enough to reveal an empty parking lot. I held one finger to my lips and pointed east. When they were all headed in the right direction I silently closed the door and went after them. If we could keep out of sight on the far side of the buildings for a while we could lose the zombies.

We moved fast, half-running through another parking lot behind a strip mall, then stopped as we got to the end. A large hotel speared skywards ahead, the landmark that pointed the way home.

“This way,” I whispered.

We turned back towards the highway, and at the edge of the building I stopped to look back at the medical office, which was now about a quarter of a mile away. The zombies were still gathered around the door but had stopped pounding on it after we disappeared and were now milling around aimlessly. At that distance and in the dim light they were unlikely to spot us when we crossed the parking lot to the highway.

The man shook his head dubiously when I started across. “We shouldn’t go out in the open again.”

“It’ll be fine,” I reassured them. “Once we get to the far side we’re home free.”

I made sure they stayed low and moved slow as we traveled the fifty yards to the road. The area had been clear when I’d passed through two hours ago, but no sense taking chances. Once we hit the highway we used abandoned cars as cover, and by the time we got across we were in the clear. I led them around the side of a huge two story Barnes and Noble building, following the sidewalk and then cutting around to the back. The fire door there was locked, but I pulled the key from its chain around my neck and opened it.

They ducked inside, and as soon as I closed the door the lights came on automatically.

“Welcome to my little hideaway.”

*     *     *

I hadn’t seen working lights since the power had gone out a week after the outbreak, and my jaw dropped in amazement. How had he done it?

We were standing in a large storeroom jammed with boxes and tall stacks of cases of bottled water. Our rescuer dumped his pack on a box by the door, but he still had that big, scary knife and he kept his hand close to a pistol at his hip.

“You’re safe now,” he told us in a low, rumbly voice that suggested he hadn’t had much practice using it lately. “This place is locked up tight.”

“Thanks,” Brad said. “We owe you.”

Surprisingly warm brown eyes studied us briefly, then the man shrugged. “Let’s get you something to eat. You look like you could use it.”

I wondered if I should leave my pack with his, but he set off deeper into the building and I followed along, instead. I had a knife in the pack, but I doubted that this guy would feel particularly threatened by a teenage girl. As we walked through the halls and empty rooms the lights would come on and then flicker out in the rooms we left.

“Motion sensors,” he said when Brad asked about them. “Saves power, and gives me warning in case someone does manage to get inside. There are alarms on the doors, too.”

That was smart. Had he done it all himself, or were there others here?

“You the only one here?” Brad asked as though reading my mind.

The man shot him a look. “Yeah. Just me.”

“Well, I’m Brad. This is my wife, Stacy, and this is Kinsley. We took her in when it started.”

Those unreadable brown eyes settled on me for a moment, questioning, then turned back to Brad.

“I’m Ethan.”

“Nice to meet you, Ethan.”

Stacy echoed him, but I kept quiet. He’d rescued us, but I still wasn’t convinced that it was nice to meet him. He wasn’t exactly putting out friendly vibes, and for all I knew he was going to kill Brad and keep me and Stacy as the star attractions of his sex dungeon. If he wanted to, who could stop him?

But rather than a BDSM torture chamber we found ourselves in an open area that looked like it had been an office. Ethan had converted it into an open living area with furniture and free standing cabinets along the walls. Some kind of stove sat on a counter across the room, and there was a recliner facing a huge flat screen TV and a DVD player on the far side. Ethan went to one of the cabinets and began pulling out cans of food.

“There’s sodas and bottled water and cups in the cabinet by the stove. Oh, and there’s ice in the mini fridge. Just go easy on it. It can only make a couple of trays at a time.”

I stared at him. “Ice?” I squeaked.

His face softened into something that was almost a smile. “Yeah. You probably haven’t had a cold drink or a hot meal in a while, huh?”

I shook my head. “Not since the power went out.”

“How did you do it?” Brad asked.

Ethan shrugged while he emptied cans into metal pots. “Solar panels on the roof. I scavenged them from a housing development. Everything else... We’re on the edge of a huge shopping center. Anything I needed was within half a mile of this place.”

The smell of cooking food took my breath away and made me dizzy with hunger. It had been so long since I’d smelled anything so good that I felt myself getting weepy. Food—real food, not gelid stuff scraped out of cans and eaten cold. Ethan must have caught something of that, because his mouth quirked up in a real smile.

“There’s plenty of crackers and chips and stuff in the other cabinets,” he said. “Help yourself.”

My stomach was growling, but there was something more important to do first. I snagged a glass and a Coke and two precious cubes of ice from his fridge, then took a slow sip. A shiver ran through me as the cold, crisp liquid floated across my tongue. I’d never believed I’d drink ice-cold Coke again.

When dinner was done Ethan cleared the books off of his long coffee table and we gathered around it to eat. There was steaming beef beef chow mein with rice, miso soup, and spicy Asian vegetables. Maybe it came from cans, but it was the most delicious thing I’d ever eaten in my life.

“So you’re really all alone here?” I ventured when the worst of my hunger had been satisfied. “What about your family?”

“My family all lives in Florida. I moved here a few years back with my girlfriend.”

“Girlfriend?”

“She died the first day.”

Suddenly the food didn’t taste so good. “I’m sorry.”

Brad cleared his throat. “We’re all sorry.”

Sadness settled over me like a cold blanket. At least I’d had Brad and Stacy, even if they weren’t ideal company. Ethan had been completely alone for months. I couldn’t even imagine it. How had he survived the loss of his girlfriend and then the crushing loneliness?

“So what brings you to my neck of the woods?” Ethan asked, breaking the uncomfortable silence.

“We lived in Jollyville before,” Brad replied. “Next door to Kinsley. Gated community so it wasn’t so bad, at least at first. Most everyone cleared out when the National Guard came to take everyone to the refugee camps. Stacy didn’t want to leave our home, though, so we stuck it out. We had plenty of food, and later we broke into the empty houses for more. But there’s a gang or something up by the lake. Bad people.”

“How bad?”

Brad sighed. “I was upstairs at a house I was searching and saw them drive past, once. There was smoke coming from where they’d been, and they had two women tied up and gagged in the back of their Jeep.”

“Military?”

“I don’t think so. Whoever they were, I didn’t want to run into them so we gathered up what we could and headed in the other direction.”

“Sensible thing to do. Well, you’re welcome to stay here for a while, until we can get you set up in your own place. Lots of good spots around here, or if you want more distance from those guys you can head to the other side of I-35. There’s a Walmart and Home Depot over there, along with a bunch of other stuff. Should be enough supplies within walking distance to last you for years.”

I blinked at him. He wanted us to leave? He wanted to be alone again?

“We’re grateful,” Brad told him. “Very grateful. I don’t know what we would have done if you hadn’t come along.”

I knew. We would have died out there. Died with no one left to even remember that we’d ever existed. And then gotten up again and joined the zombies that had killed us.

“I’ve got a gravity shower set up in the men’s room, and you’re welcome to use it. There’s plenty of water. Composting toilets in the ladies’ room. Don’t use the regular ones. They don’t work and it’s a bitch to clean them out. Also extra blankets and pillows in the room next door. You can bed down there for the night, and we’ll set up something more comfortable tomorrow.”

Stacy claimed the first shower, and I let Brad go next. It was a simple enough thing. Ethan had suspended a barrel from the ceiling, which you filled by carrying gallon jugs of water up a ladder. When you pulled a string a spray of water came out of the bottom. There wasn’t much pressure and the soap and shampoo were for men, but it sure beat trying to clean yourself up with wet naps. Afterwards I changed out of my filthy clothes into a pair of sweats I’d brought in my pack and almost felt human again.

I didn’t miss the way that Brad eyed me when I came out. My stomach tightened at the desire in his eyes, and I sat as far across the room from his as I could and tried to distract myself by leafing through Ethan’s books.

“Feel free to read any of them you want,” Ethan told me. “Just don’t go into the store at night looking for more. I don’t want anyone to spot the lights through the windows.”

When I looked up to thank him he was watching Brad, and all of the warmth had vanished from his eyes. I didn’t know what to think about that, but I knew there was no way in Hell I was going to sleep a wink in the same room as Brad.

Later, when we called it a night, I made a pallet on the floor as far away from the two of them as I could get and prepared for a long night sleeping lightly as a wild animal. But it turned out that Brad had something very different in mind tonight. He and Stacy sat down on their bed and faced me together.

“Kinsley, we need to talk to you.”

“What is it?” I asked warily.

“You’ve seen this place. How amazing it is.”

“Yeah?”

“We want to stay.”

I wanted to stay, too, but that didn’t mean that Ethan wanted us here. “So?”

They traded glances before turning back to me. “We think you could convince Ethan to let us.”

“Me? How?” Even as I asked, the answer to my question came to me. They wanted me to seduce him! I blushed and looked away. “I don’t think I can do that,” I mumbled.

“You have to try,” Stacy insisted. “Do you want to be back out there? This is the best chance we’ve got for something like a normal life.”

“We can make our own place.”

Brad frowned. “And how long will that take? How much work? All while we’re dodging zombies to get the supplies together. When we’re already in the perfect place. It isn’t like there’s not plenty of room here.”

“It’s Ethan’s place. He did all the work. It’s up to him.”

Stacy sighed like she was talking to a particularly stupid child. “Right. But you could try to persuade him to let us stay.”

I was never going to convince them to just give it up. “All right,” I agreed. “I’ll see what I can do.”

But even if I’d wanted to, I wasn’t sure that I could. Ethan was a lot older and far more experienced than I was. I’d only dated a couple of boys during my last two years of high school, and I’d been too shy to let them get very far. How was I supposed to seduce a man, especially one like Ethan, when I’d never done it before?

I waited until they were both asleep then gathered my blanket and pillow and went to the couch. It was a long time before I got to sleep.

The next morning I woke up to find a pot of coffee already brewed on the counter by the stove. Somehow Ethan had made it without waking me up. I poured a cup and took a cautious sip. Ambrosia! I wasn’t sure what kind it was, but it was brilliant. I padded around and called his name, but there was no sign of our benefactor.

Finally, I tried the doors to the store and got smacked in the face by a bright beam of morning sunlight. He’d said not to go out there at night, but since it was daytime I figured it would be okay.

“Ethan?” I called softly.

“Up here,” his voice came from the second floor.

The stairs were near the door, and I went up them to find him lounging on a couch near the windows. He was wearing a pair of gray sweatpants and a navy blue t-shirt that clung to his upper body like a second skin. His feet were bare, and I could see the tiny hairs on his toes glowing in the sunlight, while his hair was still sleep-tousled. Seeing him this way he looked surprisingly vulnerable—and extremely sexy.

I took a gulp of coffee as that last part hit me. Older guys had never done anything for me before. If they were past their mid-twenties I barely even noticed them, and Brad’s advances had made my stomach churn. But there was something about Ethan.

He was certainly hot for an older guy. He was grim, though, and rarely smiled and didn’t talk much. And those eyes, which could be warm on the rare occasions he did smile, didn’t seem to miss anything. How could someone be sexy and kind of scary at the same time?

I got shivery thinking about it, and my mind was a jumble of mixed feelings. I didn’t want to be out there again with Brad, and the world was full of zombies and bad men. While Ethan might be scary, I didn’t think he was bad. Could I convince him to let us stay? Would it really be so bad, even if the price for it was me?

*     *     *

If I’d thought Kinsley was pretty the night before, she was a knockout in the bright light of morning. Her features were delicate, the fingers clutching her coffee mug fine, and the sun caught the red in her dark auburn hair and set it on fire. She needed to put on some weight, but after months on the zombie apocalypse diet that wasn’t surprising. There were curves under her sweats that would grow softer as she filled out, and I couldn’t help myself from noticing her sweet little ass in in those clingy sweats.

I refused to even feel guilty about it, regardless of her being so young. I hadn’t seen another living woman in months aside from Stacy, who my gut told me was pure poison, and even with the end of the world my hormones were still alive and well.

“Pull up a chair,” I told her, gesturing towards the couch facing mine.

She sat down warily, as though she wasn’t quite sure of me even now. Good. In this world young women needed to be careful. Especially if they were hanging around guys like Brad. That man was a snake, and I had no doubt at all that he was the kind to take advantage of a girl like Kinsley and not lose a night’s sleep over it. For her sake I hoped he hadn’t already done so.

Thinking about that gave me a twinge that felt suspiciously like jealousy.

I didn’t trust them even a little bit. My gut told me that both members of that couple had all the morals of a starving coyote. I didn’t want them here or anywhere around. They had to go.

Well, not her. I was honest enough to admit that to myself. I’d happily keep the girl as a pet, just so she didn’t have to go out and face the world outside again with nothing but those two between her and the zombies.

And if I was really honest with myself, it wasn’t just that.

Bright green eyes regarded me over the rim of her coffee mug as though measuring me. She was something, and I began to feel the stirrings of desire. And why not? She was certainly a sexy little thing.

“Did you sleep well?” I asked.

“Better than in a long time. Thank you again.”

I waved it off, but was struck by an ugly thought. Those two weasels weren’t going to want to leave. Had they sent her as bait to convince me to let them stay?

The girl did make for particularly tantalizing bait.

She was gazing out of the window now, giving me a view of her profile and the soft swell of her tits beneath her sweatshirt. The sharp tug of desire I felt in my crotch was a warning that I was going to have to be a lot more careful around her, just in case my suspicions were right. This place I’d built was literally priceless in this post-apocalyptic world, and people would kill to get it for themselves. I couldn’t afford to be too trusting, either.

“I didn’t want to disturb you,” she said a little shyly. “I was just going to look for some books. Brad and Stacy aren’t big readers, so there wasn’t much at their place.”

I waved at the shelves around us. “Knock yourself out. There’s bound to be something here. If not, there’s a Half Price Books about a mile from here. Certified zombie free.”

Kinsley gave a little laugh. “I’m sure I can find something. Thanks.”

“You can read here if you want. The light is easier on the eyes than the fluorescents in the back rooms. Plus there’s actually a view. I keep thinking I need to run a line out here and hook up another coffeepot so I don’t have to keep climbing up and down the stairs.”

“So you spend a lot of time here?”

“Pretty much all the time that I’m not out picking up supplies or fixing up the place. I read a lot.”

It beat drinking myself to death, which was what I’d done for a couple of months after Amber died. I could lose myself in a book and not have to think about the world outside or what I’d lost for hours.

“I’m surprised you don’t have a computer or gaming console set up in your living room.”

“I was never a big gamer. You?”

“Some. My dad got me into it. What did you do before? Were you in construction or something?”

“Nah, I was a paramedic. I figured all this other stuff out as I went along. Just had to find the right books.”

“That’s impressive. Brad would never have done that.”

It was on the tip of my tongue to warn her about him. She was safe enough here with me around, but out there she’d be in danger from him again. I bit the words back, though. If she didn’t already know, she might think I was just trying to turn her against him to get her myself. That could lead to even worse trouble.

“I didn’t have to worry about taking care of two other people,” I said.

She gave an adorable little snort. “I don’t think worry was why he did it.” As soon as she said the words she dipped her head and hid her gaze in her mug. “That wasn’t very nice. He helped keep us alive, and it was his idea to get away before those men could find us. I don’t think I’d have made it alone.”

“You never know. You might surprise yourself, Kinsley.”

She looked up as I said her name and gave me a smile that made me want to pounce on her right there.

“Maybe. I’m going to go find some books. Be right back.”

Yeah, I watched her ass as she walked off. Sue me.

We spent a couple of hours reading in companionable silence before the others showed up, which added support to my theory that they were hoping to use Kinsley to get me to let them stay. If so, I had a hard time believing that she was actively involved in their scheme. There were far more effective ways to go about seducing me than sitting around reading books.

“There you are,” Brad said, a little too heartily. “We were wondering where you two had disappeared.”

Stacy gave me a coy look. “We were beginning to wonder if you’d run off with her.”

Yeah, they were running a game. “It’s my place,” I replied blandly. “Why would I need to run off?”

She tittered. “I know. It’s just that Kinz is so young. We worry.”

Another piece of the puzzle clicked into place. She was far more worried about her husband ditching her for a newer model than she was about Kinsley’s well-being. I needed to get rid of these people yesterday. But first I had to convince Kinsley to ditch them before she ended up in more trouble than she was going to be able to handle.

“I’m glad you’re up. I was thinking we could go check out some places you might like for yourself.”

They traded worried glances, then Stacy shook her head. “We were hoping to rest for a couple of days before we had to go out there again. Being on the road like that left us pretty ragged.”

“Yeah,” Brad added. “This is the first time we’ve felt safe in a long time.”

I refrained from grinding my teeth through sheer force of will. They weren’t going to make this easy.

“Well, I need to go out and pick up a few things. I wasn’t expecting company.”

There wasn’t really anything we needed, but I didn’t want to spend my day making small talk with those two. Far better to go out and face zombies.

“Can I come?” Kinsley asked.

I wanted to say no, wanted her here where she’d be safe, but the pleading in her eyes stripped away my resistance. Besides, I wasn’t sure she’d be any safer in here with Brad than outside fighting off hungry zombies.

“If you want.”

Brad started as though he’d expected me to say no. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

“It’s safe enough. I’ll be with her, and I’ve already cleared the stores I’m going to.”

“Well, all right, I guess.”

Kinsley bounced up off of the couch. “Great! I’ll go change!”

This time I wasn’t watching her ass when she left. I was watching Brad and the naked hunger in his face as he stared at her retreating form. Anger burned in my chest, and I promised myself I wasn’t going to let her out of my sight from now on. Not for a fucking minute.

*     *     *

I didn’t want to put my nasty road clothes on again, but zombies can chew straight through sweats and if it’s a choice between being grimy and smelly or being eaten alive I’ll go with stinky any day. Part of me didn’t want to go out at all—why do it if you don’t have to? I’d seen the way Ethan had taken out those two zombies yesterday, though, and I felt safer outside with him than I did inside with Brad. What’s more, I was pretty sure that was the entire reason he’d allowed me to come along.

Ethan didn’t trust us, and I got the feeling that extended to actual dislike for Brad and Stacy. He wasn’t sure about me, either, but seemed willing to give me the benefit of the doubt. Now I just had to figure out what I was going to do with it.

When I’d sat there in the sunlit bookstore with him, reading quietly before the enormous windows, it was the first real peace I’d felt since this whole thing had started. And I felt safe. With him there, a scant half dozen feet away, I knew that I didn’t have to worry about zombies or Brad or anyone else. I could stretch out and relax and get lost in a book and forget about the awfulness of the world beyond the walls.

I wanted to stay here with him. I wanted this life. Whatever it took. It didn’t hurt that every time I looked at Ethan he seemed to get a little sexier, either.

But it wasn’t going to happen with Brad and Stacy, and I wasn’t sure if I could just abandon them. For all their faults they’d taken me in, shared their food and water when they hadn’t had to, and kept me safe. Maybe Brad had ulterior motives, but he’d never pushed when I told him no and at the end of the day I was still alive because of them. I had no illusions that I would have survived on my own.

I had no clue what to do, but I hoped that being out with Ethan would give me some ideas. If nothing else, maybe I could pick up some clean clothes.

“You ready?” he asked from behind me.

I finished pulling on my boots and hopped to my feet. “Yes.”

“Got a weapon?”

He wasn’t impressed by the knife I pulled from my pack.

“Can you shoot?”

“Only in Call of Duty.”

“Let’s find you something with a little more heft, then.”

I followed him back to the storeroom, where he dug around until he came up with a machete. It felt good in my hand and I swung it a few times to get the hang of it.

“That’ll do. Hopefully, you won’t have to use it, but if you do it’ll work better than that toothpick you were carrying.”

We went out through the same door he’d brought us in by the day before. No zombies were in sight, and I let out a little sigh of relief. I might have a better weapon, but that didn’t make me any more anxious to get into a fight with zombies. Ethan led the way around the building and the whole shopping complex opened up before us across a sea of parking lots.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

He looked me up and down and wrinkled his nose. “You could use some new clothes. No offense, but those need to be burned.”

Laughter bubbled up and he grinned back. Even outside the safety of the bookstore I felt good—watchful, but for once not terrified. How did he do this? How did he take away the fear so easily, so quickly?

When we got to the clothing store Ethan pulled open the door with a flourish.

“Go nuts. It’s safe inside.”

He didn’t have to tell me twice. I made a beeline for the underwear section. Maybe it was a little weird having a strange man along while I stocked up on fresh undies, but I really didn’t care. I found panties and bras then headed for the jeans. I knew I couldn’t carry too much, so I settled on two pairs of those, half a dozen t-shirts, a new denim jacket, and a dozen pairs of socks.

Ethan watched in amusement as I crammed it all into my pack. “You can come back, you know.”

“Yeah, but what would I do with it? I can’t carry two packs.”

There was a long pause. “You could stay.”

My heart gave a little stutter in my chest. “I can’t.”

He walked towards me slowly, as though he was approaching a wild animal that might startle and run away. “You can if you want.”

“I won’t leave Brad and Stacy, and you won’t let them stay.”

“I can’t, Kinsley. They’re...”

“I know. I know what they are. But I’m only alive because of them. I can’t just walk away like that.”

When Ethan stopped I took the last couple of steps to him and looked up into his eyes. My heart was hammering and I was so scared my hands were trembling a little, but I stopped that by taking hold of the front of his leather jacket.

“I want to stay. I really do. I just can’t.”

Ethan’s head tilted and bent down towards mine. I could have backed away. I could have stopped him. But I didn’t.

The warm velvet of his lips teased against mine, testing. When I didn’t pull away he bent lower and covered my mouth with his kiss. I pulled myself closer and his arms went around my waist while his tongue glided along the crease of my mouth. With a little moan I opened to him, brushed my own against his. Ethan slanted his mouth a little and slipped his tongue in, tasting, exploring.

Heat sizzled across my skin and my body came tinglingly alive as our kiss deepened. Under my new bra my nipples crinkled hard, and a demanding ache swelled between my legs. I moaned again, unable to help myself. I’d never responded this strongly whenever I’d kissed my boyfriends.

Of course Ethan was no boy.

He kissed me until I was breathless, and at some point his hands had wandered lower to cup my ass and draw me into him. I shivered a little as I felt the rigid length of his maleness pressed against me through his jeans. He wanted me, wanted me as a woman. And I knew if I gave myself to him that he’d protect me to his last breath from anything. It was tempting, so very tempting, and the ache inside just made me want to do it that much more. I’d never felt so intensely aroused before and it was driving me crazy.

Just when I thought I couldn’t take any more Ethan pulled his mouth away. While I gasped for air his eyes peered intently down into mine like he was trying to read my soul or something.

“Did they put you up to this?” he asked quietly.

“Yes,” I admitted. “And no. They wanted me to try to convince you to let them stay. But I knew you wouldn’t do it so I wasn’t going to bring it up.”

“Then what was that?”

I sighed. “Just letting you know that I really wanted to stay. And wondering. What if?”

His arms tightened around me. “Just how young are you?”

“Eighteen. I graduated in May. Before the zombies.”

“Jesus,” he growled, and releasing me turned away to clutch at a counter top. “What the fuck am I doing?”

“It doesn’t matter anymore. What does? I think the drinking age is ten, now. The old rules are gone. Forever, probably. And there aren’t enough of us left to worry about those things.”

“Damn it, Kinsley. Stay with me.”

“I can’t. I want to, but I can’t.”

“Fuck it. Then I’ll let them stay, too.”

“No,” I said, taking his shoulder. “No, Ethan. You can’t trust them.”

“I offered to find them another place and help them set it up. Why can’t they just accept that?”

“Because Brad is lazy and Stacy is basically worthless for anything except looking pretty and bitching about things. They’d rather just leech off of you.”

He turned back to me. “Once I’ve got them set up do you think you might reconsider?”

“Yes.”

“All right. But you be careful. You know that Brad wants you.”

“Yeah. I know. I’m careful with him.”

His face took on a grim expression. “Not good enough. Before you go, you’re getting a gun and you’re going to learn how to use it.”

“I’m okay with that. He’s bigger than I am.”

“Good girl.” He blew out a deep breath. “Now, let’s see if we can find you some new boots that are a little more practical.”

*     *     *

“Well, how did it go?” Stacy asked when I got back.

She was watching me expectantly while Brad leaned in the doorway to keep an eye out for Ethan.

“It isn’t going to happen. He doesn’t trust you.”

Stacy had the nerve to look hurt. “Why not?”

“He doesn’t trust anyone, Stacy. Who the fuck does these days? He was a hair away from leaving us to die on the road.”

“Son of a bitch,” Brad snarled. “You didn’t try hard enough.”

“It wouldn’t have mattered how hard I tried,” I lied. “He wasn’t going to let you stay.”

“You stay?” Brad asked. “Does that mean he’d let you stay?”

“Yeah. And you know why.”

Stacy frowned. “Bastard.”

“No, no,” Brad said. “We can use this. Keep working on him. We’ll go along with his idea to find our own place, but in the meantime you keep working on him. If he really does want you, he’ll wear down.”

“Brad...”

He glared at me. “You owe us, Kinsley. We took you in when the world was falling apart. Kept you safe and fed. Now you owe us.”

“I do owe you,” I agreed. “But it won’t work.”

“Just try, damn it.”

“Fine. I’ll try.”

I was going to do no such thing.

What I was going to do was spend as much time with Ethan as I could. And learn how to shoot.

The next few days passed much like the first. When I woke up I’d get coffee and hang around in the bookstore with Ethan, and then we’d go out into the shops. Only now we weren’t scavenging. Ethan had rigged some lights in the back aisle of the Lowe’s which served him as a makeshift shooting range. He’d given me a little 9mm pistol that was perfect for my small hand and had me practicing every day. After that we’d go out looking for a good spot for a new home for his unwelcome guests.

He didn’t try to kiss me again, even though I wanted him to, and I was too nervous to make another move myself. I told myself that it was okay, but the truth was that I was getting addicted to his dry humor and lopsided smile. I had a good time when I was around him, no matter what we were doing. And his butt looked amazing in the jeans he wore.

None of that did anything to make me want to leave.

Then I woke up one morning and there were two game consoles sitting next to the TV along with a stack of games, still in their boxes. I didn’t even stop for coffee, but ran straight into the store and found Ethan in his usual spot.

“Where did those come from?” I demanded.

“You like them?”

“Of course! But where did you get them? I didn’t see you pick them up when we were out.”

“Oh, I made a run last night after you were asleep.”

Cold fingers of fear clutched at my heart. You didn’t go out after dark unless you had a death wish. It was too easy to walk up on zombies without realizing it.

“You didn’t. Ethan, my god, what if something had happened to you?”

“Nothing did. And it was worth a little risk to see you looking like a kid on Christmas morning.”

I shook my head. “It isn’t worth it. Promise me you won’t do it again.”

“Kinsley...” he sighed.

“Promise me.”

“All right, I promise.”

“Good. And thank you. It’s the best gift I’ve ever gotten.”

The pulse of heat that swept through me when he grinned at me was almost enough to make me forget the danger he’d put himself in. Almost.

The next day we found The Spot—a furniture store on the opposite side of Lowe’s from Ethan’s bookstore. Like the bookstore it was two stories high and had lots of windows in the front with spacious offices and storage space closed off from the main store area.

“It’s perfect,” I said.

“And we don’t have to lug a lot of furniture around.”

“Brad will be happy about that.”

To all appearances he was, and he spent the evening huddled with Ethan discussing how to get the new building set up with solar panels and the other things needed to make it as good—or better—than Ethan’s place. It would be a lot of work, but not so much as the bookstore since there was already more furniture there than we could ever use. Even Stacy perked up at that and started talking about the decorating she was going to do. For the first time since we’d started looking I began to hope that things might actually work out.

Some time in the middle of the night I woke up to the faint sound of voices. I lifted my head up from the couch to listen and realized they were coming from Brad and Stacy’s room. That wasn’t right. They never stayed up late. Something was going on. I started to call out to make sure nothing was wrong, but instead slipped off of the couch and tiptoed down the hall until I could hear them clearly.

“No, we can’t wait on her any more,” Brad said.

“But we’re so close. You’ve seen the stuff he’s gotten her and how much time they spend together. He’s hooked.”

“Damn it, I am not going to run around for weeks scavenging for crap in the middle of all the zombies waiting for the man to make up his mind!”

“It will just be for a little while,” Stacy told him.

“It’s my ass on the line here! All it takes is one bite—just one—and that’s it. I’m not risking that, not unless there’s no other choice.”

“How bad can it be? He takes Kinsley out all the time.”

“I don’t care! Every time I’d go out, there would be a chance I wouldn’t come back.” His voice took on a deeper, almost menacing tone. “Or is that what you want?”

“What?”

“Maybe you don’t want me to come back. Maybe you’d be happier here with Ethan, even if you had to share.”

“Don’t be stupid, Brad. You know as well as I do that he’s got eyes for no one but Kinsley. I might as well be part of the furniture.”

“So we’ve got to do something. Now.”

“Like what? If she can’t convince him, what do you think you’re going to do?”

Brad’s voice dropped even lower. “I lifted a gun from the ones he’s got stashed in the storeroom. I don’t think he’s missed it. Not yet.”

I went cold all over and my heart pounded in my throat. This couldn’t be happening. Even Brad wasn’t that bad. Was he? Was he really willing to kill Ethan over this?

“You don’t think that’s more dangerous than the zombies?” Stacy asked incredulously.

“Not if we do it right. We’ll have to be careful and do it while he’s asleep.”

“What about Kinsley?”

“What about her?”

“She’s not going to let us just get away with it. Even if you kill him, she’s never going to forgive us. We’d have to sleep in shifts from now on.”

“You leave her to me.”

“Oh, and you’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

“For now, we just need to get past her to get to his bedroom. She’s asleep—I checked. Once Ethan is gone we can figure out what to do with her.”

I turned and tiptoed back down the hallway, past the living room to the room where Ethan slept. I had to warn him—fast.

*     *     *

“Ethan. Ethan! Wake up!”

I only half heard the words in my sleep, but the touch on my arm sent me rolling over to snatch the pistol from under my pillow. When I sat up, Kinsley was standing over my bed staring worriedly at the door.

“I’m guessing you’re not here to climb into bed with me.”






“It’s Brad,” she whispered. “He’s got a gun.”

I jumped out of bed and checked the safety on my pistol.

“What the Hell? What’s going on, Kinsley?”

“I overheard them. They want to kill you so they can keep this place. Brad stole a gun from the storeroom.”

“God damn it,” I muttered. “It isn’t like we don’t have enough problems with the zombies, we have to do this shit to each other, too? What the fuck is wrong with these people?”

“I don’t know. But I had to warn you.”

“Thank you for that. Do they just have the one gun?”

She nodded. “I think so. Brad said he took one. That’s all.”

“You’re sure about this, Kinz? They weren’t just bitching?”

“I’m positive. They said they were going to do it while you were asleep. Then take care of me after. They may be coming right now.”

My jaw clenched as white hot anger boiled through my veins. I could just imagine how Brad intended to take care of her. Well, that shit wasn’t happening. She’d warned me in time, but I had to think fast. I didn’t want to get into a shootout that might endanger Kinsley. Keeping her safe was my first priority.

Quickly as I could, I shoved my clothes and a spare blanket under my comforter to make it look like there were two bodies sleeping together. It wasn’t a great job, but it should fool someone for the second or two that I needed. Brad was a coward—he wasn’t going to get too close. I guessed he’d stop in or just outside the doorway to take his shot, so I moved to the side of the door and flattened myself against the wall.

“Get down in the corner behind me and do not move,” I whispered to Kinsley.

The terrified girl did as I said, squatting in the corner and doing her best to be invisible. Satisfied that we were as hidden as we could be, I took a deep breath and waited. Minutes crept by and I began to wonder if they had chickened out, but then I heard low voices in the living room.

“She’s not here,” Stacy said.

“I bet the little slut is in bed with him. She was planning on selling us out the whole time,” Brad replied.

I said a silent prayer of gratitude that Kinsley hadn’t been in bed with me. As much as I wanted her there, if she had been she wouldn’t have overheard these assholes plotting and we both would’ve ended up dead.

I strained my ears, waiting for any sound announcing their approach. Finally, I caught the faint scuff of a footstep just outside the door. I tensed and slid my finger over the trigger of the gun in my hand.

The barrel of a pistol came into view, held high with one hand on the grip. Every instinct told me to move, but I held myself in place. Brad took another step forward, not quite coming into the room, and lowered the pistol a little to center on the mass under the blankets on the bed.

I swiveled around the corner and brought my gun down just as he pulled the trigger. The noise of the shot was deafening in the close confines of the room, but it jolted him more than it did me. Too late he saw me and tried to bring his gun around, but I was inside the reach of his arm with my pistol aimed directly at his face. He froze, his face a mask of shock and fear.

“Drop it, asshole,” I snarled.

He only hesitated for a second, and then the pistol slipped from his fingers to clatter on the floor. I took a step back and waved the barrel of my pistol towards the living room.

“Move. Slowly. Or you die right now.”

He backed away with his hands raised. Stacy stood by the couch in the living room and watched us come in. The blood drained from her face when she saw the gun in my hand.

I motioned towards the couch. “Both of you sit down. Kinsley?” I called over my shoulder.

She appeared beside me in a second, shaken and upset but with determination in her eyes. I nodded at her in approval.

“Get your gun,” I told her, and she quickly retrieved it from her pack. “Good. Keep it handy. There’s a pack of zip ties on the table in the storeroom. Get them for me, please.”

As she disappeared, Stacy finally dared to meet my eyes.

“What are you going to do with us?” she asked, her voice trembling.

“I don’t know, yet. I ought to take you both out back and shoot you. That’s what you deserve. But Kinsley feels like she owes you, so we’ll see what she thinks.”

When she came back I pointed my gun at Brad. “Stacy, stand up and put your face against the wall. If you so much as twitch I’m going to shoot your husband.”

“He’s going to shoot us anyway!” her husband shouted.

“Shut up, asshole. Do it, Stacy. I am not fucking around.”

She rose on wobbly legs and did as I’d ordered.

“Kinsley, zip tie her hands behind her back. Make it tight.”

The girl drew the restraint taut with a fierce tug that made the older woman gasp. Whatever loyalty she’d felt to these two was gone. She was all mine, now.

“Stacy, get down on your knees. Kinsley, do the same for her feet.”

When she was taken care of, I nodded towards Brad. “Your turn. Against the wall. Breathe wrong and I will end you.”

All the fight had gone out of him, and he submitted meekly as Kinsley trussed him up as she’d done Stacy. I left them facing the wall and turned my attention to Kinsley.

“You know what they were going to do. To both of us. What do you think we should do with them.”

She didn’t look happy, but she shrugged. “If you want to shoot them, I won’t argue.”

“But you’d rather I didn’t.”

“Is there another option?”

“Maybe.” I’d been thinking about it while she tied them up. “I could drive them a long way off, too far for them to get back, and leave them.”

Kinsley bit her lip. “It would be safer to shoot them.”

She was a sweet kid who still had a conscience, and I wasn’t about to screw that up for her. That she’d managed to hold onto it despite everything was a miracle.

“It would,” I agreed. “But you’d feel guilty about it.”

“If you think it will work, I’d rather not kill them. I know it’s dumb, but I still feel like I owe them that much.”

“Whatever you owed them they forfeited when they decided to get rid of us.”

“I know. But still...”

“All right. I’ve got a pickup stashed that I used to haul in the solar panels and furniture. I’ll bring it around to the back and we’ll load them up.” I had a bad feeling about leaving her alone with them, giving them a chance to work on her emotions. “Watch them. If either of them moves or even says a word, shoot.”

I hurried to the back and searched through the things I’d stashed there until I found what I needed. When I returned I gagged them both, then covered their heads with nylon drawstring sacks. They couldn’t fuck with her head if they couldn’t talk, and the sacks would keep them from seeing where they were going.

“I’ll be back in about twenty minutes,” I told her. “Don’t let them loose for anything.”

Spurred by worry about Kinsley, I was back in fifteen minutes with the truck. One at a time I took our two prisoners from the living room and shoved them into the bed of the truck. They’d bounce around in there and might get a little banged up, but too fucking bad for them. I didn’t care. They were lucky to still be breathing.

“You stay here,” I told Kinsley. “I’m going to be gone a while.”

“Where are you taking them?”

“Somewhere they’re going to have a hard time getting back from.”

I got in the truck and drove. The major highways were all choked with abandoned cars so I kept to the back roads. Even then I stayed below thirty miles per hour, because there was no telling when I was going to come up on something blocking the road ahead. Here and there I spotted a lone zombie, roused by the sound of the truck and its lights, but for the most part there was nothing but deserted roads and dark, empty buildings.

Eventually I got past the suburbs of Austin and into open country. It was even more lonely out there, and I wondered if there still might be a few families hanging on in their isolated farmhouses. If so, there was no sign of them. The whole world was black outside of the glare of my headlights.

After about an hour I passed through a small town. A handful of zombies emerged from the darkness to gather in the road behind me, but I was moving too fast for them to follow. I continued for another couple of miles until I reached a little gas station, and pulled into the parking lot. By then the sun had started showing to the east. I’d been gone even longer than I’d thought.

The door was open and I entered cautiously. Someone had shot the attendant and emptied out the cash register, but there was still food on the shelves. No one had been here in months. Satisfied, I returned to my truck and popped the tailgate.

“All right, we’re there.”

I grabbed Stacy by the ankles and dragged her out, then marched her into the store. None too gently, I shoved her down by the coolers at the back.

“Stay put.”

When I fetched Brad I dumped him next to her then tossed a pocketknife over by the counter.

“There’s a knife on the floor. When you find it you can cut yourselves loose. It will take a while, but this place is safe. There’s food and water here to last a while, and if you go west about two miles there’s a small town. You’ll have to clear out a few zombies, but you ought to be able to scavenge enough there to live. Do not come back. If I ever see either of you again I’ll kill you on sight, and I won’t lose a single night’s sleep over it.”

It was harsh, but a lot better than what they’d planned for us. I left without another word and went home. Home to Kinsley.

*     *     *

Ethan had been gone way too long. The sun had been up for a couple of hours already and I was getting frantic, too nervous to play games or even read. I paced nervously through the store without looking at the books on their shelves, only stopping to peer out the windows in hopes that I’d spot his truck.

It seemed like forever before I saw the gray pickup weave along the highway and pull into the parking lot at the front of the building. I wanted to run out to meet him, but I knew it was safer to stay inside and wait. Any zombies nearby would be heading towards the noise of the truck. But as soon as he came through the door I was in his arms, hugging him for all I was worth.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“I’m fine. You look worn out, though.”

“Are they...?”

“They’re alive,” I assured her, reveling in the feel of her warm, lithe body against mine, “and they’ll stay that way as long as they don’t do anything stupid. But we don’t have to worry about them anymore.”

I felt good about that. Brad and Stacy sucked as human beings, but I didn’t want their deaths on my conscience or on Ethan’s. We went back into the living room together, where Ethan collapsed on the couch then took off his jacket and kicked off his boots.

“Did you get any sleep at all?” he asked me.

“No. I was too nervous. I think I paced a hole in the carpet in the store waiting for you to get back.”

“Sorry. I went as fast as I could, but there are so many cars on the roads. I’m going to get us a couple of CB radios just in case I ever have to go off for a while again. I should have thought of it, but I never had to worry about it before.”

“It’s okay. You’re back, and that’s all that matters.”

I got caught by a jaw-splitting yawn, and Ethan laughed.

“Now that I’m home, why don’t you go take a nap. You can sleep in the bed.”

Sleep in his bed? A thrill sang through me. I’d been too preoccupied to realize it while Ethan was gone, but the whole situation had changed. I didn’t have to leave, and we were all alone here. Before, I hadn’t wanted to leave. Now, I had nowhere else to go.

I needed to make sure that Ethan wanted to keep me around.

“Not unless you come, too,” I told him.

He quirked an eyebrow. “We share a bed and we’re going to do more than sleep, Kinsley.”

I was having trouble with my voice, so I just nodded. Ethan stood up from the couch, took my hand, and led me to his bedroom. It had been my idea, but I was still scared. I’d never done this before. I didn’t know what to expect, or what to do. Would Ethan be rough, or gentle? Would he still want me afterwards?

He must have felt the light trembling in my fingers, because he pulled me close with my head resting against his chest. I closed my eyes while I tried to get my breathing under control. He held me closely, so that every breath I took was filled with him. Was I doing the right thing? Was there anything else I could do?

When soft lips brushed my cheek I slowly opened them again to find Ethan’s warm, brown eyes on me, simmering with desire. There was something else there, though, something that made my heart skip. It took a minute before I realized what it was—possessiveness.

His lips descended on mine in the first kiss we’d shared since that day in the clothing store. While my brain was still coming to terms with that possessiveness thing, my body knew exactly what to do. When my lips parted for him a moment later, my nipples hardened with the sudden fluttery ache that blossomed between my legs. Last time had been overwhelming, but this time Ethan set my body on fire before I knew what hit me.

I could feel myself growing moist, and as our tongue twisted and slid together my hands knotted in Ethan’s shirt. His brown eyes smoldered with the steam of our kiss, sending my pulse racing. The hollow ache inside me threatened to consume me with its implacable need.

Rough fingertips trailed from my cheek down the side of my neck then glided along my collarbone and down still further, until Ethan’s broad hand covered my breast. My whole body shuddered when his thumb found my stiff nipple and stroked it in slow swirls, sending bright pulses of heat shooting down into my quivering pussy.

A whimper crawled from my throat. How had he done this to me so easily? I was wet and aching and he had barely even touched me!

The breaths we shared turned to soft moans as his hands slid beneath my t-shirt and skimmed up my sides and back. It took only a moment for him to unfasten my bra, and then he was holding both of my firm, round breasts, their nipples swollen and rigid under his palms. As he began to rub and knead them my body stiffened, and then I was writhing against him in an agony of desire while my tongue went wild thrashing against his.

Flames of pleasure licked across my skin with each touch until I could barely catch my breath. I broke free from Ethan’s lips, gasping for air to fill my burning lungs while my mind frantically tried to catch up with what was happening to my body. Before I knew what was happening Ethan had tugged my t-shirt over my head and threw it aside with a grin that turned my legs to Jell-O.

“You looked like you needed to cool off a little.”

His lips fastened on one nipple, and my back arched and I let out a little gasp. The wet heat of his mouth on that sensitive flesh sent ripples of pleasure cascading through every nerve in my body. As he licked and sucked I forgot all about my fears, my arms sliding around his broad shoulders to clutch him more tightly to me, fingers unconsciously twining in his thick hair to hold his head in place. With each flick of his tongue my clit throbbed in the sympathy of shared need. I was so overcome by sensation that I hardly even noticed his other hand sliding into my sweatpants until his fingertips brushed across the damp crotch of my panties.

That got my attention. His fingers continued their advance and I found myself pressing my hips forward to meet him. When one questing fingertip nudged against my clit I let out a little squeak of shock.

Ethan never slowed down. That fingertip rubbed my swollen pearl in feather-light strokes that set off a tingling explosion inside of me, and I cried aloud as it surged through my pussy. My fingers tightened in his hair and my thighs spread apart to give him more room to explore. Another finger found its way to my pussy, and my muscles locked for a moment in bliss when it nudged into that tight opening.

“Ethan. Please.”

“Please?” The finger pressed deep into my clinging heat. “Please what? Stop? More? You’re so wet you’re dripping, babe.”

“More.”

God, I did want him. The quivering in my depths ached to have him inside of me, filling me for the first time. Fingers moved in time with his tongue, driving me to heights I’d never imagined in my wildest fantasies. It felt absolutely fucking amazing and I wanted him to keep doing it forever.

I was so close now, scorching billows of pleasure drawing every muscle tight. In only seconds it burst over me like a thunderclap, and juices gushed from me to spill onto Ethan’s hand and coat the inside of my thighs. I squeezed him hard as I bucked and cried out until it passed. Finally I sank limply against Ethan with his fingers still buried in my pussy.

For a minute I couldn’t do anything but hang onto him and gasp for air, bare breasts rocking as my chest heaved. When I finally raised my face to look at him, Ethan was watching me with an amused glint in his eyes.

“I take it that was okay?”

I nodded slowly, not trusting myself to speak. Okay? It had been the most intense, incredible experience of my admittedly brief life.

“Good. I’m pretty sure I can top that, though. Even if I am a little out of practice.”

I was shocked when he pulled his fingers out of me and licked them. Then his hands were on my sweats, tugging them over my hips and tossing them onto the floor beside my shirt. He gave me no time to protest before my panties followed.

I was naked now—completely bared to eyes burning with a lust that scared me and got me quivering again all at once. Long seconds passed while his eyes roamed by body from head to toe as though he was trying to burn an image of me into his mind.

“God, you’re even lovelier than I dreamed,” he said, his voice husky with desire.

He had dreamed about me? I’d known he wanted me, but I hadn’t realized the depths of it. I didn’t understand. I wasn’t anything special, even if I was the only girl around.

Then he pushed me back onto the bed and slid over to position himself between my knees. From there he could see everything—every secret part of me. I’d never imagined feeling so exposed, so vulnerable, but I didn’t try to cover myself. While it was discomforting it was also strangely exciting to be on display that way. It made me feel naughty and desirable all at once, and the look in Ethan’s eyes was making me extremely hot all over again. I’d never considered myself especially attractive, but there had to be something about me to make him want me so badly, didn’t there?

Slowly his hands pushed my thighs even further apart, and he sank between my legs. I shivered as his tongue flickered across my nether lips to taste me again, then his hands slid up my legs to grasp my hips and he settled himself. I stared down at him, eyes wide in disbelief.

“What are you doing? You can’t—”

His tongue on my clit shut me up more surely than a gag. I bucked on the bed as he licked me, but his hands on my hips held me steady so that he could continue. Using just the tip of his tongue he flicked and caressed my clit until it was hard and tight as a drum and I writhed against the bed with a stream of little moans.

I sucked in a shuddering breath as Ethan’s tongue tickled down my furrow and teased around the entrance to my pussy. Nothing that I’d ever felt came close to making me feel as good as that tongue. I bit my lip and clenched my fists in the bedclothes when the tip pushed inside of me, my hips rotating up, begging him go deeper.

The soft, wet heat penetrated me slowly, withdrew, and then plunged into me until it pressed up against the barrier of my hymen. Again and again he thrust his tongue into me to lap up the cream welling from my depths until the walls of my pussy trembled and my lower body sizzled with molten tingles like swarms of fireflies. Just when I thought I couldn’t take any more, he switched his attention back to my clit and left me gasping for breath.

As his finger replaced his tongue in my pussy, sliding slowly in and out while wet velvet stroked the taut skin of my nub, the room around me faded to gray and my brain shut down. Only sensation remained as I floated on a sea of ecstasy that overwhelmed everything else. Ethan pushed me further and further, ratcheting up the pleasure until it became so intense that it was almost painful.

He held me there in that limbo of bliss longer than I would have believed possible, and then finally ended it by sucking my clit between his lips and lashing it fiercely with the slick roughness of his tongue. All the tension inside me broke at once and I screamed from its sweet release, both fists clenched in Ethan’s hair to hold his face buried in my thrumming pussy until the last shreds of my orgasm dwindled to a warm glow.

Afterwards I lay there with my eyes closed, thighs trembling in reaction, and basked in warm contentment as my muscles slowly relaxed and my breathing returned to normal. The bed creaked as Ethan sat up, and I opened my eyes. Juices from my pussy smeared half of his face, and a self-satisfied grin gleamed down at me.

“Was that your first time?”

“Yes,” I admitted.

“I thought so. And now you get to have two firsts in one day.”

As he stood up and stripped out of his clothes my eyes went wide again. I’d never seen him without his shirt on before, and he had a mouth-watering body—rugged and powerful. Then I gulped when he pulled off his pants and underwear and his cock sprang free. It was the first one I’d seen in real life, and a tremor of doubt ran through me. I knew from guilt-ridden personal experience exactly how tight I was, and the thought of him trying to cram that thick shaft inside of me set my heart hammering in near-panic.

It pointed straight at me as Ethan walked to the side of the bed, and I unconsciously edged away from the implied threat of it.

“It’s too big,” I whispered.

Ethan only laughed. “Trust me, beautiful. It will fit just fine.”

He pulled me to my feet in front of him while he sat down on the bed, then drew me into his lap with my legs to either side of him so that his erection pressed hot and hard against my tummy. Strong arms wrapped snugly around me while his lips took mine, hungry with passion and need. The ardor of his kiss and his hands on my body sparked my own desires again, and a tremor shivered low within my belly in response. Fresh moisture seeped from me as our kiss deepened, my arms sliding around his neck, my nipples hard against the solid warmth of his chest.

Despite the two orgasms he’d already given me somehow I still wasn’t satisfied, and I knew that I wouldn’t be until I held his cock completely inside of me. Tentatively I rubbed myself against him, lips slick with my dew moving along his rigid pole, the friction turning my clit to a glowing ember of pleasure.

Ethan continued to kiss me until desire overcame my nervousness and he felt the last of my anxious tension drain away. His hands slid down to my hips and lifted me off of his lap to position my tight, steamy hole over his straining manhood. My arms tightened around his neck and I used that leverage to help hold myself up. From nowhere a thought struck me.

“Ethan?”

“Yeah?”

“Do you have a condom?”

He threw back his head in a deep laugh. “I am not going to fuck my lovely girl for the very first time with a condom on.”

“But what if I get pregnant?” I squeaked.

“Now wouldn’t that just be too bad? Are you ready?”

I wasn’t sure I was ready at all, and felt sure I had a deer-in-the-headlights look on my face, but I nodded anyway. Slowly he lowered me until I felt his cock press into the opening of my little tunnel. I gave a surprised squeak as his head pierced me, stretching me and pressing hard against my hymen. The stretching felt good, like it was supposed to be that way, and warmth spread out from there to my whole lower body.

Poised above Ethan’s cock, I couldn’t wait any longer. The aching need between my legs drove me to get it over with, to feel him hot and hard in my deepest places. I licked my lips nervously, then before he knew what I was going to do I loosened my arms around his neck and sank straight down onto his shaft.

For a brief instant I felt a burning sting as my hymen gave way, but then my pussy was spreading for him, slippery walls stretching to fit his thick manhood until I’d enveloped his whole length and finally ended up sitting on his lap once more. Stretched and stuffed, he touched me in places I’d never known I had, and I wrapped my legs around his waist to hold myself tightly against him. It was like nothing I’d ever imagined, could never have imagined, and I looked up at Ethan in wonder.

He smiled at me and kissed me gently, like I was made of spun glass or something and might break. Then he shifted his legs beneath me so that he moved inside of me, and I gasped and squeezed down on him.

“Oh, god,” I breathed.

“That’s my girl,” he gasped back. “See, I told you it would fit.”

I started to giggle, but then his hands began rocking my hips to fuck me up and down on his thick, iron rod and I didn’t have the breath for laughter any longer. It took everything I had to hold onto him, to hold onto reality as his cock filled me and waves of rapture crashed inside me in a spray of sparkling tingles. My eyes drifted shut and I was left with the creak of the bed, Ethan’s low grunts as he lifted me with his arms, and the squish of our bodies mashing wetly together when my bottom came to rest against his legs.

“You’re mine, Kinsley,” he rasped into my ear. “I am going to come inside of you and fill that tight pussy of yours with my cum and plant a baby in that sweet little belly. You belong to me, and I will never let you go.”

His words caused a flare of liquid heat to bloom inside me. A baby? I thought of Ethan’s big cock shooting his cum into me, and how it would feel to have a baby growing in my tummy, making me swell and feeling it kick and squirm inside me. Somehow that felt perfectly right, too. The world was full of death. I could give it life. My arms tightened around him and I squeezed down on him as hard as I could.

“Do it,” I gasped.

He thrust deep, burying himself in my depths.

“You want me to come in you and put a baby in you?”

“Yes,” I moaned. “Please. Do it.”

He thrust hard once, then twice, and then his cum jetted in thick gobs inside of me as his cock jerked and shook, flooding my innermost places with hot, syrupy cum. I shattered immediately, burying my cries against his chest while he stroked my hair and held my shaking body tightly.

When I got my breath back I could feel him slowly shrinking inside of me, and our mixed juices oozed from my twitching pussy to dribble in thick drops down our bodies.

“I think we’re going to need a shower,” I said

“That sounds like a great idea. Wait until I show you what we can do there.”

*     *     *

We came together easily. It was all easy with Kinsley. In the mornings we’d go into the bookstore and read in front of the big windows, and then after lunch we’d go raid the stores for things she wanted—clothes, makeup, girlie soaps and shampoos, more things for our home. Then when we were done with that we’d go to Lowe’s and she’d practice with her pistol. She was coming along, no longer afraid of it and getting better with her aim. In return, she talked me into playing video games with her and took an unholy glee in beating the shit out of me. And later we’d go to bed and fuck like bunnies on Viagra until we passed out from exhaustion.

Somehow, in this Hell I’d found my own personal angel.

It was perfect—too perfect. I should have known it wouldn’t last.

One night during August a massive thunderstorm rolled through from the east. It had been pouring for most of two days, and I guessed it was probably the remnants of a hurricane or big tropical storm. When it started hailing I got worried. There was no weather service to give us tornado warnings anymore so we stayed downstairs in my bedroom, which was as close to the middle of the building as we could get. 

“Remind me to get a barometer when this is all over,” I said.

“We should look for one of those electronic weather stations,” Kinsley suggested. “I used to see them advertised on television.”

“Good idea. Want to watch a movie?”

We’d stripped the local stores of every DVD we could find, so there was no lack of choices. I let her pick one out that she hadn’t seen before and we settled onto the bed. About half an hour into the movie the wind began to wail around the building, howling so loudly that we had no trouble hearing it even in my room with the sound turned up. I looked at Kinsley and for the first time in a very long time tasted fear.

“Kinz.”

She looked at me with her bright green eyes, and something clutched at my heart. It would kill me if anything happened to her.

“Get down on the floor by the bed, babe.”

“What’s wrong?” she asked, immediately sliding onto the floor.

“I think there’s a tornado.”

I yanked the blanket off of the bed and settled in beside her so she was sandwiched between me and the bed. We didn’t have long to wait before I felt a low tremor coming from the floor, just the faintest vibration. Seconds later the sound came, a train rumbling in the distance. But there weren’t anymore trains.

“Keep your head down.”

The sound slowly swelled while the wind shrieked in fury outside. I wrapped my arms around Kinsley and squeezed closer to the bed. Beneath us the floor vibrated, and I could feel her shaking.

“It’s going to be all right,” I whispered against her ear.

There was a loud crash outside, and then another, then something slammed into the side of the building with a noise that made us both jump. About the time we caught our breath the power went out. Kinsley whimpered in the darkness while I prayed to whatever gods might be listening that she get through this all right, no matter what happened to me. As quickly as it had come the noise faded, though, dwindling as it moved off to the east, and I allowed myself to relax.

“Is it gone?” Kensley whispered.

“Yeah,” I replied.

I got up and fished in my nightstand for the flashlight I kept there. In it’s light Kinsley’s eyes were enormous with fear. I hugged her again.

“We’re okay. The power is out, but I’ve got some lanterns from before I set up the solar panels. I’ll set some of those out and we’ll be good until the morning, then I can see what happened with the power.”

I was less worried about the power than whatever had slammed into the building. That might be something I couldn’t fix, or at least not easily, and having a gaping hole in an outside wall with zombies roaming around was not a good thing.

By the next morning the rain had stopped and I was able to go out and assess the damage. A branch had landed on the roof and torn a cable to the batteries loose, which was why the power had gone out. That was an easy fix, but when we went into the bookstore things weren’t nearly as pretty.

Something—a car as it turned out—had hit the far wall of the building on the lower floor and knocked a three foot hole straight through the bricks. The hole had let in enough wind and rain to turn several adjacent shelves into a royal mess. Upstairs a six foot length of rebar thicker than my thumb was sticking halfway through one of the big windows.

“Oh, no,” Kinsley breathed beside me, staring at the window. “Can you fix it?”

“I don’t think so.”

Those glass panes were huge and heavy. Even if I could find one the right size and get it to the building, it would take a crane to lift it up so I could set it. All I could do was get the rebar out and find a way to patch it.

“I’ll think of something,” I said, hating to disappoint her.

Outside the windows the parking lot was a mess. Cars had been shifted and flipped and lay in tangled piles. Was it even worth cleaning up? That I could do, but it would be noisy as hell. It probably wasn’t worth the risk, even if it did fuck up our view. I focused further out. A small restaurant to the east had been flattened, but none of the other buildings looked as though they had suffered any significant damage.

“I’ll get a tarp to cover the hole in the wall. That will at least keep the rain out until I can replace the bricks.”

“Do you know how to do that?”

“That’s what we have books for, beautiful. But I’ve got to find the bricks, first. I should probably go do that now in case there’s more to this storm.”

“Want me to come with you?”

“Why don’t you stay here and see if you can salvage any of those books. Some of them might be worth saving.”

“Okay. I’ll just dump the brick chunks and stuff out of the hole in the wall and we can clean that up later.”

I gave her a quick kiss. “Sounds like a plan. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

My pickup was about twenty feet from where I’d left it, but aside from some dents that hadn’t been there the day before it had made it through all right. As I drove through the wreckage in the parking lots I was glad that I’d told Kinsley to stay home, because the storm had stirred up the zombies. There weren’t a whole lot of them—nothing like the packs that had roamed through at the beginning—but more than I’d seen in quite a while and they turned to follow the sound of the truck. Kinsley was getting pretty good with her pistol, but she wasn’t ready to get up close and personal with her machete.

When I got to Lowe’s I parked the truck in front of the contractor doors and hurried inside before my fan club showed up. If I stayed inside and out of sight long enough they might wander off so I didn’t have to deal with them. I found big stacks of bricks in the outdoor section, including some that came close to matching those in the bookstore. I made a mental estimate of how many I’d need then doubled it to be sure, and started loading up a cart as quietly as I could.

It took a while to get them to the contractor entrance without making a lot of racket, and by then I’d been gone for a while. Since I still needed a couple of bags of cement and a heavy hammer and chisel, I decided I ought to check in on Kinsley. I’d put a CB radio in the truck and another in the living room the day after I’d ditched Brad and Stacy. If Kinsley was in the offices she ought to hear it.

Only a couple of zombies were standing around the truck, both the worse for wear after their encounter with the storm, and it didn’t take long to get rid of them. I slid into the seat and picked up the mike.

“You there, Kinz?” I gave it a minute and tried again. “Earth to Kinz. Come in Kinz.”

The voice that responded sent chills down my spine. “I’m sorry, she can’t come to the phone right now. Can I take a message?”

Fuck. I slammed my fist into the dash. Fuck-fuck-fuck. It was Brad, but how? I gripped the mike the same way I wanted to grip the bastard’s throat.

“If you hurt her, I swear to god you will beg me to kill you before I’m done.”

“She’s all right. So far. How long she stays that way depends on you.”

“What do you want?” I grated.

“I want you to come and get her.”

Be careful what you wish for, asshole. I didn’t bother responding. We both knew I wasn’t going to leave her there. But how the Hell was I going to get her out?

This wasn’t the time to panic or go racing off half-cocked. Brad was going to be armed with more than the pocket knife I’d left him with. Probably Stacy, too. And they’d be expecting me, waiting to strike. I had my pistol, my Bowie knife, and a bolt action hunting rifle with a scope. There were only two ways I could get inside, the front doors or the back door, and they’d be watching both of those.

Except there was a third way—the hole in the wall. That must have been how they’d gotten in and surprised Kinsley.

There were only two of them. How could they watch all three entrances? One person up on the second floor could keep an eye on the hole and the front doors while watching for me through the windows. The other would have to be in the back guarding the rear entrance.

I thought about it carefully. Brad would want to be out in the store. He wouldn’t trust Stacy to cover the windows and the two ways in there by herself. He’d leave her watching the back door. Unless they’d blocked that one off so I couldn’t get in. That’s what I would have done. So there still might be two guns waiting for me in the store, with no way for me to get in that they couldn’t see. The cargo door was padlocked, so I couldn’t get in that way. Was there another?

I couldn’t think of anything, and the seconds were ticking away. I was going to have to go in through either the front doors or the hole in the wall. The front doors would be suicide because they’d see me coming and pick me off the second I came in. It had to be the hole.

Not that it was much better. If I was going to get through there without getting my head blown off I was going to need a distraction. And I knew just what it was going to be.

Lowe’s was far enough away from the bookstore that Brad wasn’t going to be able to spot me moving on foot without a pair of binoculars, which I was willing to bet he didn’t have. Even if he spotted movement he wouldn’t be able to tell whether it was me or one of the zombies wandering around. I’d just have to circle around to the side until I got out of sight from the windows before I moved in on them. And then I’d need a little luck.

An hour later I was approaching the bookstore from the back where there weren’t any windows. It had taken longer than I wanted and I regretted every extra minute that kept me from Kinsley, but I was only going to have one shot at this and I didn’t dare fuck it up. We’d gotten lucky with the tornado, and my luck had held so far. I just needed it to last a little longer.

I came up on the hole slowly, hugging the wall. If I was going to pull off my surprise I needed to make sure I wasn’t spotted until the last possible second. Four feet away from the hole I stopped. Any further and someone might see me around the edges.

Using all my strength I swung the pole and collar I’d trapped the zombie with around me and towards the hole. It was fighting me, but I was stronger and I shoved it down onto its knees and got its head through the opening. The instant I heard Stacy scream I popped the collar open and tossed the handle behind me. I wouldn’t need it again.

I’d spent a precious twenty minutes crafting my zombie holder from a thick shovel handle and a leather belt. The belt attached to the shaft with a bolt, which was kept from falling out by a thick cotter pin. A wire through the end of the cotter pin let me pull it out, releasing the zombie from the handle so it could do its thing and provide the distraction I needed.

Stacy screamed again and Brad started shouting, then a dozen shots rang out, most of which hit the wall near the opening. Apparently she hadn’t done any damage to the zombie, because it kept right on crawling until it disappeared inside. It couldn’t groan because I’d tightened the belt until it couldn’t make a sound, but Stacy and Brad were making enough noise to let me know my plan was working. It also gave me a rough idea where they were.

I waited a few more seconds and then rolled in front of the hole with my hunting rifle ready. Brad was standing at the top of the stairs shooting at the zombie, which had risen to its feet and was shambling after Stacy. I took half a second to aim and squeezed the trigger.

Brad moved at the last second and the bullet I’d meant for his head smashed into his shoulder instead. He spun and dropped his pistol, which tumbled to the lower floor. In the time that took Stacy barreled past him and out of my line of sight. Cursing, I launched myself through the opening and ducked behind a bookcase.

“Ethan! I’ll kill her!”

I eased past the end of the shelves so I’d have a better view. At the top of the stairs Brad was clinging to the railing, one arm dangling uselessly as blood dripped from his fingers to the carpet. Below them, the zombie was dragging itself slowly but inexorably up the steps with its arms. One of their bullets must have clipped its spine. Kinsley sat gagged and tied to a chair about ten feet back from Brad with Stacy close behind her. Someone, undoubtedly Brad, had taken the time to strip her down to her bra and panties. My jaw clenched, but when she turned pleading eyes to me I relaxed slightly. She was alive.

When you’re working on somebody who’s dying and seconds count you can’t afford any distractions. You learn to block out everything extraneous so you can focus down on the shit you have to do. I’d established that Kensley was alive. Now she was a distraction and I had to block her out to focus on the problem at hand—Stacy.

She had her pistol pointed at Kinsley, and as I came into view she jabbed the gun towards the girl’s back. She was shaking in reaction to the unexpected violence, her eyes wide in panic.

“Drop your gun or I swear I’ll kill her!”

I laughed. “I drop my gun and you kill us both.”

“I mean it, Ethan!”

The woman was a shrill harpy, but I didn’t think she had it in her to be a cold-blooded killer. Shifting my gun a few degrees, I pulled the trigger. Brad screamed and toppled as one knee disintegrated, then slid down a couple of stairs closer towards the oncoming zombie.

Stacy screamed and took a step back, away from Kinsley, and started swinging her pistol towards me. Before she could take the shot I worked the bolt on my rifle and put a round through the center of her chest. She fell back without a sound.

I got to the zombie before it got to Brad, and killed it with a shot to the head. Ignoring Brad, who was out of the fight, I checked on Stacy next. She was very dead with a big hole where her heart had been. I’d have to shoot her in the head to keep her from coming back, but I still had a few minutes before then. That left me free to turn to Kinsley. Swiftly I cut her free from the chair and pulled the gag out of her mouth.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah. They sneaked in through the hole while I was cleaning. Both of them had guns pointed at me before I knew they were there and there wasn’t anything I could do.”

“You survived, that’s what you did. It’s all that matters.”

She looked past me to where Stacy lay sprawled on the floor. “Is she...”

“Oh, yes.”

Brad groaned. “No. Stacy.”

“What are you going to do with him?” Kinsley asked.

“What do you think? I gave them every chance and told them if I saw them again I’d kill them.”

Her lips tightened, but she nodded.

“Go on,” I told her. “You don’t need to be here for this.”

I waited until she was gone before I killed Brad and put another bullet in Stacy. Once that was taken care of I dragged all three bodies out into the parking lot where Kinsley wouldn’t see them from the windows. I’d dispose of them properly later. I had no idea how the Hell we were going to get all the blood out of the carpets, though.

I made sure the front doors were locked, shoved a bookshelf in front of the hole in the wall to make sure no other zombies crawled in, and went after Kinsley.

She was sitting on the couch in the living room with a blanket pulled around her. Leaving my rifle at the door, I eased down beside her. When she realized I was there she reached over and gripped my hand with all her strength.

“You sure you’re okay?” I asked

She nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just a little shaken up.”

“Brad didn’t do anything?”

“His hands wandered a bit while he was taking my clothes off and tying me up, but that’s all. He wouldn’t do anything else with Stacy watching.”

At least she wouldn’t have to deal with that. The rest had been bad enough. I got up and poured her a glass of orange juice.

“Drink it,” I said. “Your body is freaking out and it will help.”

She took it in a trembling hand and raised it to her lips, her eyes lost in the distance. With a sigh I draped the blanket back around her bare shoulders.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t here.”

Her eyes blinked and she turned her head to stare at me. “Don’t you dare.”

“What?”

“Don’t you dare blame yourself, Ethan. You let them live so I didn’t have to feel guilty. Neither of us expected them to come back, and no one could have guessed we’d get hit by a tornado and have a big hole in the wall. And then when they grabbed me you came back for me. With a freaking zombie.”

She started shaking again and it took me a second to realize that this time it was with laughter.

“That was brilliant,” she giggled. “Oh, my god. They both totally freaked out when it came in.”

“That was the idea. I wanted them looking at it and not at me.”

“And then you burst in like some kind of freaking superhero to rescue me. You could have been killed, but you came back for me.”

“I always will.” Better yet, I’d just never leave her alone again.

“I know. I was a little worried at first when it took you so long to get here, but deep down I knew better.”

“What say we go get a shower and wash the two of them off of us? For good, this time.”

“I’d love to. His touch made my skin crawl.”

“Well, I can make it do other things.”

*     *     *

Ethan filled the tank for the shower and I let the cool water pour over my skin. After having Brad’s hands on me earlier it felt wonderful. I’d hated his touch, the way he’d pawed at me. I never wanted anyone but Ethan to touch me again, and I needed him to do it now.

As though reading my mind, he found my favorite soap and began washing me, starting at my neck and slowly rubbing me down. I leaned forward with my hands splayed against the wall as he moved down my sides, his fingertips lightly brushing the edges of my tits until my nipples puckered and begged for attention. Strong fingers kneaded into my lower back and hips until the tension drained away along with the water and I was ready to melt into a puddle.

His fingers kept going, though, and I shivered at their touch against the ticklish skin of my bottom. He slid over my curves, down to the tops of my thighs, and then scratched lightly back up with his fingernails. The feel of his hands was a balm but set my body alight at the same time so that I was quivering all over, inside and out, by the time he finished rinsing us both off.

Before he could grab a towel I’d plastered myself against his dripping body and flung my arms around his neck. His arms circled around me, his hands running over the bare skin of my sides and down my hips to cup my ass and pull me tightly against him. When I looked into his eyes they were burning. For me.

I was his. I’d always be his.

“Ethan,” I whispered, then his mouth fell onto mine and there was no more talk, only a frenzy of tongues sliding and twisting together as our passions exploded.

I closed my eyes as my fingers twined into his dark, wet curls, losing myself in the kiss. A warmth spread through my belly and down into my pussy, and between us I could feel the hot steel of his erection growing against me. His fingers tightened in the soft flesh of my ass, and as his tongue thrust deep into my mouth I ground myself against his cock. I loved the smooth feel of that satiny skin rubbing against me, was out of my head with need, moaning and gasping against Ethan while his body set mine afire.

Without breaking our kiss he maneuvered me through the door and into his bedroom. Blankets and pillows were swept aside as we fell onto his bed in a tangle of limbs with Ethan underneath. He rolled over to put himself on top and slid down so he could reach my breasts. The caresses of his lips and tongue on my rock-hard nipple shot through my body like an electric current, and the hollow ache between my legs became a soundless cry of need. His hand found my other nipple and began to rub and knead it while his tongue swirled across the one still in his mouth until my breasts seemed to swell with prickling heat.

As he licked and sucked, the rock-hard shaft of his cock throbbed against my thigh. It amazed me how something so hard could feel so soft and delicate at the same time, and I got a sudden urge to put it in my mouth, to taste it and suck it the way Ethan had tasted me the last time. Just then I wanted that even more than I wanted him inside my frantically vibrating pussy.

Now it was my turn to push Ethan back down onto the bed. His eyes widened in surprise, but when he realized what I was doing he settled back against a pillow. I brushed my lips down along the tight muscles of his stomach and felt him shiver as I hit a ticklish spot. As I moved closer and closer to his erection with slow, wet kisses my eyes kept focusing on Ethan’s cock where it jutted rigidly before me, swaying slightly, bigger even than I remembered. And I wanted it, craved it inside of me.

Ethan shivered again as my warm breath steamed across his balls and I gently wrapped my fingers around his shaft. I slid the tip of my tongue over the tight skin of his sack, and then took one of his balls in my mouth to suck on it. His shaft quivered and pulsed in my grip and I began to slowly stroke it until Ethan gave a low moan of pleasure.

His hand moved to caress the curve of my ass, down to my upper thigh, then dipped into the cleft between my legs. Fingertips stroked along my damp folds, paused to tease at my entrance, dipping in and coming away wet with my juices. When his slick fingertips reached my clit I arched my back with a hiss of pleasure and let his ball slip from my mouth, then went after what I really wanted—his engorged cock.

The swollen head looked like a purple plum on top of a pink pole, slowly pulsing as though begging for the touch my lips. Starting at the base, I licked and sucked my way up, wrapping my lips around the satin hardness of his shaft. I took my time, building up his tension while also giving myself time to get used to this. I’d never gone down on either of the boys I’d dated, and I was making this up as I went along. 

While I worked on him, Ethan’s fingers massaged my swollen nub, rubbing light whorls over the sensitive skin that made my walls tremble. With a shudder of pleasure that ran through my core I bent my head back to his cock. A thick drop of pre-cum had oozed from the tip, and I rubbed it all over my lips before dipping my head to take him into my mouth.

His skin was velvety against my tongue, so slick and so soft. Still stroking him lightly with my fingers, I explored him with my tongue, sliding along his tip and down the ticklish bottom of his head then around the flared base where it met the shaft. Ethan gave a low, shuddering gasp as my mouth enveloped him.

“Oh, Kinz,” he moaned.

His hand moved to my thigh and gripped it firmly, pulling. I settled the leg across him, figuring that he was trying to give me better access to his cock. It wasn’t until I felt his breath burning against my slit that I realized what he was doing. Hot tingles raced through my center at the thought of his mouth between my legs again, and I almost came at the first touch of his tongue against my aching flesh. For a minute I lost myself—I couldn’t think, couldn’t move, just crouched there atop Ethan with his cock in my mouth as his tongue wove curtains of pleasure over my pussy and clit.

When the first shock wore off I went back to work on his manhood, pulling it deeper into my mouth and caressing his whole length with my tongue. My head sank further and further down the shaft, and my hand drifted lower to pump the base and massage his balls.

Behind me, Ethan’s hands spread my legs wider to allow him to explore even more of me with his tongue. From my clit he licked back along my furrow, teasing my lips until the soaking tunnel of my pussy opened before him. The soft tip of his tongue slowly wandered around the edges, lapping up every drop that squeezed from my tight hole.

Without warning he darted in, pressing his face into my softness as he pushed his tongue deep inside of me. I whimpered and ground my slit against him, overwhelmed once more by the sensations he awoke in me, wanting as much of his tongue as I could possibly get inside of me. Gradually he withdrew and left me aching and empty once more as he returned to my clit. His tongue danced nimbly over that hard little lump of flesh, its caress sending me closer by the second to the brink of ecstasy.

I stroked my fingernails lightly over the skin of his balls as I sucked hard on his shaft. As much as I wanted to, there was no way I could go all the way down on him. Whenever the head of his cock slid along the back of my tongue I choked and almost gagged. I promised myself to practice until I could, though. I wanted so much to be able to make him feel as good as he did me.

I gave a squeak as strong thumbs pressed against my ass, exposing my most private, intimate places. His tongue crept up along my slit to once again taste my drenched pussy, then slid up even higher until it tickled the pink rosebud there. My instinct was to squeeze my muscles against him, but it felt so good, so fucking dirty but good, that I couldn’t do it.

My hips bucked at the first touch of his tongue against that delicate, forbidden spot, and prickly heat swelled between my legs. I gasped against his cock as my pussy clenched and flooded from this new sensation. At the same time Ethan slipped two fingers into my sopping tunnel while his tongue continued circling that tiny pucker. I jerked backwards, my back arching at this dual onslaught of pleasure as my pussy squeezed down on his fingers and sent a gush of hot juices running over his hand.

I forgot all about his cock as my muscles froze and the room went dim around me. Falling forward, I cried out Ethan’s name with my face buried in the angle of his thigh and cock, my heaving breasts pressed into his stomach. He gave my hole one last playful lick then slid his fingers from my quivering pussy and pulled me up beside him.

I lay there nestled into his warmth for a minute, basking in the afterglow of my orgasm, but I still felt that need for his cock in that hollow, empty place. And Ethan’s erection pressing against my side was an insistent reminder that he hadn’t come, yet. I rolled over on my back and spread my legs wide in invitation.

Ethan moved on top of me and slid between my legs, his cock resting in the slippery groove of my slit, and dipped his head forward to kiss me. The hot, musky smell of my sex was strong on him, and I could taste myself when I licked his lips. The raw, tangy flavor of my own sex sent me wild, driving into his mouth to suck my taste from his tongue.

With a groan Ethan rocked his hips so that his shaft slid up and down the length of my slit. The friction against my clit intensified the trembling deep within my pussy,  that hollow need which wasn’t going to go away until it was satisfied by Ethan’s thick cock.

Juices gushed from my tunnel to coat Ethan’s shaft and balls, dripping down my ass and slicking my thighs. When he could take no more of that, he drew back and positioned his head at my opening. Already slippery with my cum, his cock squeezed through my entrance and glided into the liquid heat of my tunnel.

Even wet I was still tight, though, and Ethan pressed in slowly, a little at a time. There was none of the pain of our first time, only glorious warmth as his shaft stretched my walls and pushed ever deeper inside. I wrapped my arms around Ethan’s chest and clung to him.

“Oh, yes,” I breathed. “You feel so good inside of me.”

Driven by need, I thrust down against him, forcing his manhood further into me, arching my back to rub my nipples against his chest. As he sank fully inside, I wrapped my legs around him to hold him there so I could enjoy the sensation of him filling me, stuffing my quivering hole with his thick cock.

After a minute he started to move inside me, slowly at first, but then as my walls grew accustomed to his intrusion he rocked faster, thrusting harder into me. With each plunge inside, his pubic bone ground against my clit, until I was drowning in ecstasy. Intense bursts of pleasure snatched the air from my chest, and my hands clutched helplessly at Ethan’s comforter while I gasped sharp gulps of air with each thrust. I didn’t even try to fuck him back—I couldn’t. I was paralyzed by the sensations exploding through my body.

“That’s it, Kinz. Come for me. Come for me, beautiful.”

The tension between my legs swelled while the sizzling tingles scorching from my clit had my whole body tingling. I threw my head back and cried out again and again as I desperately tried to fill my burning lungs. My pussy clenched tightly on Ethan and I locked my arms and legs around him to hold him deep inside me.

“Fuck, you’re gorgeous when you come, babe.”

Breath hissed between his teeth and then with a harsh grunt Ethan followed me. His cock swelled inside me, and then shuddered against my inner walls as he flooded me with gouts of his hot, sticky cum.

Ethan held himself there buried inside of me until his erection started to shrink, then rolled over to lay beside me. His eyes were still simmering with desire as they devoured my sweaty, naked body.

“You’re mine, Kinz,” he whispered. “All mine.”

With a happy smile I draped an arm and leg possessively over him. If I was his, he was mine.

*     *     *

Two years later I sat on the balcony of our big, two-story Victorian house, soaking in the golden, morning sunshine while Ethan read on the deck chair next to mine. Around us an endless sea of lush, green pastures glistened with dew like something from a painting. Somewhere behind us a mockingbird scolded, probably at one of the cats prowling around near the barn looking for mischief.

With a contented sigh I rubbed the growing swell below my breasts. Our child will be born here in a few months, safe and with this wonderful place to explore and play in. That’s the best gift we can give it in this new, terrible world.

We’d moved out of the city after a blissful year in the bookstore. Something had happened that second summer to drive more survivors our way, desperate people searching for food and supplies, and it wasn’t safe for us to stay anymore. Ethan said we were too exposed, so we scouted the areas east of the city until we came across this old house at the edge of an abandoned small town.

When we found it the paint was gray and peeling, the shutters were falling off and the porch sagging, and shingles were missing from the roof, but something about it tugged at me and I knew this was it. It had a well and a huge barn out back, along with a well-equipped workshop that helped convince Ethan. More importantly, it was over an hour away from the city and off of the main highways so there was no reason for anyone to come here.

Over the next months we hauled in truckloads of food, furniture, and everything else we could think of that might be useful, and got to work fixing it up. It took an awful lot of work, but together we got it all done and it was worth it. Ethan set up solar panels in a nearby field, concealed from the road by a thick line of oaks, so we have power and hot water, and a propane stove so we can cook hot meals. And of course there’s a game room so I can beat him at Call of Duty.

The house and barn have enough food stocked to last us for years, and Ethan has promised to build a greenhouse so we can start growing fresh vegetables and herbs with the packets of seeds we scavenged. There are deer and wild pigs in the woods nearby, so we even have fresh meat.

Two years ago, when I was cowering in a dark house with Brad and Stacy, I never would have believed that life would turn out to be so good. I owed it all to Ethan. My Ethan. He’s studying medicine now, so he’ll be ready for anything when the baby comes. But I know everything is going to be fine, and despite everything that’s happened, I’m happier than I’ve ever been.

I have Ethan, and what’s a little thing like a zombie apocalypse compared to that?

The End

Keep reading for a sneak peek at the first story in my paranormal erotica series, Fall from Grace. If you would like to be notified whenever I have a new release or sale, sign up for my newsletter.




Sneak Peek: Fall from Grace

AS SOON AS I STEPPED into the house I knew that something was wrong. Someone else had been inside while I was out shopping.

I reached out with my senses in a careful probe just in case they were still there. My warning spells, so meticulously prepared and hidden, had been tripped. The very first magic my mother had taught me, only someone far more powerful than myself could have made it past them without setting them off. Whoever had gotten in probably didn’t even realize that they were there.

After a few tense seconds I relaxed, unable to sense any other living thing in the house, and followed the trail of disturbed spells up the broad staircase to the second floor. The path led straight to the magically locked spare bedroom next door to my own. I cursed under my breath as I reached the age-darkened door. The magical lock I’d placed on it had been broken, the heavy wood smashed in with an axe. Frantic, now, I shoved the shattered remnants out of the way and rushed inside.

It took only seconds to discover that the intruders hadn’t found what they’d sought. The wall-to-wall bookshelves had been torn apart, but Mom’s spell books remained in the cedar chest at the foot of the bed, safe under the glamour I’d cast to disguise them as a jumbled pile of dusty old Victoria Holt novels.

Any number of people would happily have killed to get their hands on those books. Mom had been a powerful sorceress before she’d died three years ago. Her magic hadn’t been able to save her from the aneurysm that cut her down in an instant as she stepped out of the shower that morning, though. I’d taken the books and hidden them as soon as I found out, before anything else. Those books couldn’t fall into the wrong hands.

Personally, I had no desire at all to use them. I was happy being a simple white witch, and I’d never done more than dabble my toes in the gray edges of magic just for the forbidden thrill of it when I was younger. I’d seen enough of Mom’s work to know that I wasn’t cut out for it and wanted nothing to do with the Dark Arts.

Unfortunately, other people didn’t have my scruples.

Tempting as it was, I couldn’t just let it go. I had to find out who was responsible. Whoever it was had been foiled this time, but they might well try again. Next time they might be more thorough, or bring along a more powerful magician who could take apart my glamour. Worse, they might find a way to slip past my warning spells and wait for me to come home then force me to get the books for them. I had no illusions about being able to withstand the kind of torture people interested in the darkest types of magic would be willing to dish out. Or what my fate would be afterwards.

The wards on the basement were still intact, and I made my way to the shielded room where I worked my spells. It took a while to get the ingredients together, but after half an hour I had a remote viewing spell going. Most people can never manage more than seeing places at a distance, but a witch with my skills can run the spell backwards to see what happened in the past.

I studied the images which formed in the heavy smoke with a frown. There were two of them, a man and a woman, but one of them had possessed the forethought to cast a spell to fuzz their identities. Still frowning, I pulled a silver needle from the velvet case beside me and pricked the tip of my finger so that one large, dark red drop welled out.

People tended to underestimate me. I stayed in the white and never did anything that might reveal the true scope of the abilities I’d attained. It was far safer to have people think that the power in our blood had failed after my mother, and that I was nothing but a disappointment who dabbled in herbalism and basic, harmless spells.

These people had no clue who they were fucking with.

The blood sizzled and flared for an instant as it landed on the bright coals, and then the image cleared. As I stared at it my heart turned to a cold lump in my chest, but I forced myself to watch as the pair climbed the stairs and broke down the door then tore the room apart in their search, until they eventually gave up and fled the scene.

I let the flames die and slumped on my stool with my stomach churning. Sick despair gnawed at me. I couldn’t think straight, couldn’t get myself together. After a while I staggered upstairs to the kitchen and sloshed wine into a glass. With that to brace me I steadied a little. What was I going to do?

The two people I’d seen in the smoke were my boyfriend and my best friend.

A few glasses of wine mixed with self-pity later the despair faded, replaced by a growing white-hot anger. Both of them had betrayed me, and judging by the way they interacted there was more to it than just stealing Mom’s books. There was no way I could let this go. I was going to have to do something. Something to make sure that they were never able to try again. And something to pay them back, too.

Deep inside me a tendril of darkness stirred and coiled around my heart, birthed by betrayal and fear. Or maybe the potential had been in me all along, just waiting for the right circumstances to awaken. Did it really even matter? It was there, and I was going to use it.

With firm steps I went upstairs to retrieve Mom’s spellbooks.

It took a few days before I was ready to make my move. There were a lot of preparations to make first, and then I had to catch the two of them together. I spent hours with my remote viewing spells, staring into the smoke like a hawk scouring the fields for a mouse. It was apparent that they believed the spell they had used to disguise themselves was beyond my ability to penetrate, for they both acted completely normal when we talked on the phone.

I practiced my acting as well, both in how I treated them and how I discussed the break-in. I blew it off, pretending that I was too involved in my work to worry about it—the same excuse I used for not seeing either of them all week. I knew that I’d never be able to maintain the facade if I saw them in person.

At last the moment came. Satisfied that I was fully occupied for the evening, Andrea visited Steven at his apartment. They wasted no time in proving that my suspicions that their betrayal ran deeper than the desire for Mom’s spell books was true. I watched them for a while and let the cold fury burn through my veins, cementing my resolve to carry through my plans, and then I turned to my spells.

Two hours later I stood before the door to Steven’s apartment, which sprang open at a gesture. I closed it behind me and walked to the bedroom, placing my large canvas tote on the floor by Steven’s desk. The two of them were on the bed, frozen where I’d zapped them with a stasis spell right in the middle of Steven taking Andrea from behind. It was a tricky spell to do remotely, but I’d been extra motivated. They were unable to so much as twitch but were still fully aware of everything around them, and I could feel the fear radiating from them.

“I should have brought my phone,” I remarked as I walked by the bed. “This would look great on your social media pages.”

Continue reading Fall from Grace…
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Slaves of the Beast Men (monster erotica)
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Princesses in Bondage (dark fantasy erotica)
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Punishing Polly (blackmail erotica)
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About the Author

I’ve been publishing erotica and erotic romance since 2011, which makes me one of the oldest erotica authors still around! Check out my blog for the latest and greatest, and if you’d like to be notified when new releases come out or when I’m running sales, sign up for my newsletter.

For those interested in my more romantic stories, I also write romance under the pen name Olivia Blake.

Thanks to all of my readers who make doing this possible, and especially to everyone leaving reviews—they really help. XOXOXO

Kelli
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js/kobo.js
var gPosition = 0;

var gProgress = 0;

var gCurrentPage = 0;

var gPageCount = 0;

var gClientHeight = null;



function getPosition()

{

	return gPosition;

}



function getProgress()

{

	return gProgress;

}



function getPageCount()

{

	return gPageCount;

}



function getCurrentPage()

{

	return gCurrentPage;

}



function turnOnNightMode(nightModeOn) {

	var body = document.getElementsByTagName('body')[0].style;

	var aTags = document.getElementsByTagName('a');

	

	var textColor;

	var bgColor;

	

	if (nightModeOn > 0) {

		textColor = "#FFFFFF !important";

		bgColor = "#000000 !important";

	} else {

		textColor = "#000000 !important";

		bgColor = "#FFFFFF !important";

	}

	

	for (i = 0; i < aTags.length; i++) {

		aTags[i].style.color = textColor;

	} 

	

	body.color = textColor;

	body.backgroundColor = bgColor;

	

	window.device.turnOnNightModeDone();

}



function setupBookColumns()

{

	var body = document.getElementsByTagName('body')[0].style;

	body.marginLeft = '0px !important';

	body.marginRight = '0px !important';

	body.marginTop = '0px !important';

	body.marginBottom = '0px !important';

	body.paddingTop = '0px !important';

	body.paddingBottom = '0px !important';

	body.webkitNbspMode = 'space';

	

    var bc = document.getElementById('book-columns').style;

    bc.width = (window.innerWidth * 2) + 'px !important';

    bc.height = window.innerHeight  + 'px !important';  

    bc.marginTop = '0px !important';

    bc.webkitColumnWidth = window.innerWidth + 'px !important';

    bc.webkitColumnGap = '0px !important';

	bc.overflow = 'none';

	bc.paddingTop = '0px !important';

	bc.paddingBottom = '0px !important';

	gCurrentPage = 1;

	gProgress = gPosition = 0;

	

	var bi = document.getElementById('book-inner').style;

	bi.marginLeft = '10px';

	bi.marginRight = '10px';

	bi.padding = '0';

	

	window.device.print ("bc.height = "+ bc.height);

	window.device.print ("window.innerHeight ="+  window.innerHeight);



	gPageCount = document.body.scrollWidth / window.innerWidth;



	if (gClientHeight < window.innerHeight) {

		gPageCount = 1;

	}

}



function paginate(tagId)

{	

	// Get the height of the page. We do this only once. In setupBookColumns we compare this

	// value to the height of the window and then decide wether to force the page count to one.

	if (gClientHeight == undefined) {

		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;

	}



	setupBookColumns();

	//window.scrollTo(0, window.innerHeight);

	

	window.device.reportPageCount(gPageCount);

	var tagIdPageNumber = 0;

	if (tagId.length > 0) {

		tagIdPageNumber = estimatePageNumberForAnchor (tagId);

	}

	window.device.finishedPagination(tagId, tagIdPageNumber);

}



function repaginate(tagId) {

	window.device.print ("repaginating, gPageCount:" + gPageCount); 

	paginate(tagId);

}



function paginateAndMaintainProgress()

{

	var savedProgress = gProgress;

	setupBookColumns();

	goProgress(savedProgress);

}



function updateBookmark()

{

	gProgress = (gCurrentPage - 1.0) / gPageCount;

	var anchorName = estimateFirstAnchorForPageNumber(gCurrentPage - 1);

	window.device.finishedUpdateBookmark(anchorName);

}



function goBack()

{

	if (gCurrentPage > 1)

	{

		--gCurrentPage;

		gPosition -= window.innerWidth;

		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);

		window.device.pageChanged();

	} else {

		window.device.previousChapter();

	}

}



function goForward()

{

	if (gCurrentPage < gPageCount)

	{

		++gCurrentPage;

		gPosition += window.innerWidth;

		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);

		window.device.pageChanged();

	} else {

		window.device.nextChapter();

	}

}



function goPage(pageNumber, callPageReadyWhenDone)

{

	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)

	{

		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;

		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;

		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);

		if (callPageReadyWhenDone > 0) {

			window.device.pageReady();

		} else {

			window.device.pageChanged();

		}

	}

}



function goProgress(progress)

{

	progress += 0.0001;

	

	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;

	var newPage = 0;

	

	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {

		var low = page * progressPerPage;

		var high = low + progressPerPage;

		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {

			newPage = page;

			break;

		}

	}

		

	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;

	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;

	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);

	updateProgress();		

}



/* BOOKMARKING CODE */



/**

 * Estimate the first anchor for the specified page number. This is used on the broken WebKit

 * where we do not know for sure if the specific anchor actually is on the page.

 */

 

  

function estimateFirstAnchorForPageNumber(page)

{

	var spans = document.getElementsByTagName('span');

	var lastKoboSpanId = "";

	for (var i = 0; i < spans.length; i++) {

		if (spans[i].id.substr(0, 5) == "kobo.") {

			lastKoboSpanId = spans[i].id;

			if (spans[i].offsetTop >= (page * window.innerHeight)) {

				return spans[i].id;

			}

		}

	}

	return lastKoboSpanId;

}



/**

 * Estimate the page number for the specified anchor. This is used on the broken WebKit where we

 * do not know for sure how things are columnized. The page number returned is zero based.

 */



function estimatePageNumberForAnchor(spanId)

{

	var span = document.getElementById(spanId);

	if (span) {

		return Math.floor(span.offsetTop / window.innerHeight);

	}

	return 0;

}
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